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Landmarks 


On a Black Shore 


Chapter 1: On a Black Shore 


Abandon the thought, whoever you think is waiting for you has 
forgotten about you long ago. 


You've made a promise - a foolish promise - of returning one day. 
But you will never see this light. They have already forgotten you, 
and it's only right for you to do the same. 


"... hey there." 


Sunlight scorches his back. His face is deep in black sand and inIn 
the distance was the sound of waves crashing against a shoreline. 
Cool ocean winds crept along his quills, and with it thousands of 
theories of how he's ended up here. Maybe he's gotten too drunk, 
maybe he got thrown overboard. Could this voice be a rescue team? 


Whoever it was, they spoke quickly - as though he never took little 
time between even the pauses in his speech to even breathe. Not 
once does his voice change its perturbed inflection. 


"Is he...?" the voice pondered, "His clothes aren't wet, so he couldn't 
have fallen off a ship. Are there even ships around here? Oh 
goodness. Maybe he's just tired." 


"No, there aren't." the voice continues, "I just happened to stumble 
onto a stranger who's lying head-first on a beach, | should just turn 
around and-" 


"But | can't leave him there, | gotta do something!" the voice grabs 
trots off, and drags something along the black sand. "I'll just check 
and, if he doesn't respond I'll just run back!" 


A long piece of driftwood pokes his cheek. Then again, and again. 
This voice is successful in awakening him as the stranger's eyes 


flutter to see a red sun cresting over the endless sea, and standing 
this vivid horizon and him is a blue pokemon struggling to hold a 
chunk of driftwood in their flippers. 


Even for a species he hasn't seen before can tell he was scrawny. 
His wings, or fins looked a bit too longer than they ought to be. The 
pokemon's feathers were of a deep, navy color, lacking in any sort 
of pattering save for his pelt becoming a bit lighter around his aqua 
eyes. He has a strange tuft tied around his neck in a color similar to 
yellowing paper, and a belt around his hip. 


"Alright!" The Prinplup drops the driftwood and takes a deep breath 
"| thought you were a goner! | never thought I'd see a flying-type 
stranding like fish. You're okay, right?" 


His lungs weren't filled to the brim with water, he wasn't cold like all 
dead things are supposed to be, and he wasn't suddenly in paradise 
- all were surefire signs pointing at the fact he has one foot in reality. 
He feels miserable, but he is fine. 


"For starters, | can't say | know what being dead feels like," the 
Braviary grumbles, "but | ruled out you being a figment of my 
imagination after you poked me with that stick over yonder." 


"Are you well at least?" 


"Financially? | don't think I've had a coin to my name in years. 
Physically? | doubt it." It takes everything he can muster to stand up. 
When he finally settles upright he swears he can hear something in 
his back crack. "So | reckon | feel the usual, how's about you?" 


No answer, all he gets from the Prinplup is a thousand-yard stare. 
Prinplup's feathers bristle to a point where he nearly becomes the 
Braviary's height in width before they suddenly flatten out. With all 
this talk about seeming dead for the last minutes or so, this Prinplup 
looks like he's seen a ghost. 


"You're uh," the Prinplup raises an eyebrow, "you're okay, right? Is 
waking up on the beach normal to you?" 


"Probably." Braviary shrugs 


Prinplup keeps looking at him. Before he can get out of there, the 
water-type 


"B-before you wander away, "Prinplup stuttered, "Can | get a better 
look at you?" 


"Sure, whatever it takes for us to go on with our days." 


The boy looks nervous. He sees a Braviary whose vivid blue, yellow 
and red quills have grayed with age. Were it not for the fact he looks 
overall miserable it would be impossible to ignore the torn-up wing 
hidden under his poncho, rendering this ancient warrior nothing less 
than a one headed Dodrio who cannot run nearly as fast on his 
massive talons. This Prinplup hardly pays any attention to his scars 
or his ridiculous hat, he focuses right on the solid brass badge 
holding his raggedy clothing together. 


After what felt like hours of weird looks and stares, a wide smile 
spreads over the pokemon's small beak. 


"Hey! | haven't seen one of those forever!" The Prinplups points at 
the brass thing on his chest. "Nobody just stumbles on one of those 
things, what's your guild's name?" 


"| know what a guild is." Braviary sighs. "You sound like you want 
something. Could you save both our times and spit it out?" 


"Is it for sale?" 


Braviary's tired look runs into a disgruntled scowl so intense it could 
disintegrate the Prinplup where he stands. The conversation is over 
now, there's no way he's gonna sell this thing away, but Prinplup 
isn't going to let him escape. As Braviary wanders down the 
beachside the boy shadows him. 


"You just said you're broke!" Prinplup keeps up, "| may not have 
much in the way of money, but with your badge | could get entry into 
the guild. I'll give you everything I've saved, please!" 


"What sorta guild makes you pay for admission?" 


The two pokemon stop in place as cold waves roll onto the sand. 


Driftwood litter their surroundings, and clumps of dark seaweed lie 
like veins. Looking forwards, the black earth goes as far as their 
eyes could see, broken only by the irregularities in the surrounding 
cliffs and weather-worn spires. 


"All guilds pay for entry!" Prinplup chirps incessently. "All guilds 
around here do so, the one | wanna join just asks more than usual!" 


"Good to know." Braviary grumbles. "Why would you give up so 
much anyways?" 


"It's uh - a recruitment process! If someone's really serious about 
this guild thing, they shouldn't have a problem throwing down some 
money first to show they're committed to guild life." Prinplup points a 
wing at the old badge, "Were you to come wearing one of those then 
there's really no point in giving them money, they'd know you were 
brave and let you right in." 


"Then what's the guild for: adventurers, rescue pokemon?" Braviary 
motions at his monochrome surroundings. "| don't think there's much 
treasure ‘round here." 


"They're Scholars!" 
Braviary scurries off. 
"Hey!" the little bird scrambled after him. 


He is too tired to deal with the talk of guilds this early into the 
morning. Exploration, and Rescue guilds were easy enough for him 
to already understand but scholars are something else entirely. By 
leaving this boy, he's saving the thousands of Poke paying up to 
whoever heads the guild he wants to join. 


The blue stranger's questions become lost in the roar of waves 
crashing along the black shores. There's no way he's gonna sell 
himself out, he barely knows where he is, signing up for a guild 
whilst inebriated - or worse is only going to spell disaster for him. 
And no matter how much this Prinplup begs him, he cannot budge. 


"Look," Pinplup keeps on going, hopping behind him. "You're pretty 
much the most interesting thing that's happened this morning, 


scratch that, this entire month." 
"| wish | could say the same." 
The Prinplup gulps. 


"| get it. You're trying to get friendly with me so you can just ask me 
for the badge again, right?" Judging by the Prinplup's silence, 
Braviary seems right, "I don't want to patronize you or something, so 
pardon my rudeness when | say you're not gonna get anywhere 
sucking up to someone like that. | hardly know you, and you sure 
don't know me either. At the very least should at least tell a man 
your name before you go begging for favors." 


"Prinplup." he stutters. 
"| now know what you are, kid. | still don't know who you are." 
"Prinn” 


The Braviary waits for him to add a "plup" at the end of it but sure 
enough Prinn is the fellow's name. 


"| suppose there's a reason why folks call you Prinplup, right?" 


"Other than being the only one who's really around, yeah.” Prinn 
held a wing up to head, "I! um, well my parents were never known for 
being a creative type. | don't know what kinda folks they were, 
actually." 


"Noted. Unless you want to inform me that a whole flock of Braviary 
has swept through here, you can just call me Braviary." 


"Yeah, noted too." 


"Well Prinn, since | certainly don't know how | ended up on a beach 
smack in the middle of nowhere, how did you find yourself 
wandering down miles of coast to this spot? We'd have to be pretty 
far off if all it seems like it's just the both of us." 


"| was just here mapping the coast, uh, | only went six or so hours 
before | found you?" 


"Six hours? Did you leave at the crack of dawn or something?" 


"Yeah! This whole part of the shore's uncharted so | wanted to chart 
it.” 


As Prinn walks Braviary can hear the sounds of a small, clunking 
sound jostling around. Braviary looks at the boy's waist, seeing a 
bamboo tube painted the same yellow as his cravat. 


"This place's pretty scary." Prinn laughs to himself. "I... er... just 
wanted to map this coast so | can present it to the guild. Then | 
found you." 


"Personally, if | found a fellow sleeping | would've left him alone." 
Braviary shrugs. "You've got this whole leg of the beach recognized, 
don't you?" 


"Yeah." Prinn smiles wryly, "| guess it makes me king of however- 
many miles of totally uninhibited coastline is on this end. | can show 
you the way | took here, it should lead us straight to town. There's 
just, erm..." 


"| know | haven't encountered them - I'm thinking it's just an excuse 
some of the big guys made up so nobody's ever know they got 
roughed up by some feral wingull, but there's lots of rumors about 
bandits recently." Despite being in the presence of a pokemon 
known for their bravery, Prinn still asks, "If it ever comes to it, | know 
you can fight, right?" 


"| can tussle about as well as any pokemon my age. How else do 
you think | got these scars?" 


"If you'd let me take a look | could maybe diagnose you.." 


"I'll pass." Braviary dismissed him, "Come on, let's get a move on 
boy. The smell of saltwater's creeping up my nose." 


Part One: Beached 


What do you wan 


A Town, a Merchant 


Chapter 2: A Town, a Merchant 


There are no bandits to be seen or frightening dungeons along the 
coast. About the only thing noteworthy to be found on the ocean's 
edge were the distant shadows of water-types floating along The 
Sea. The only thing dangerous about their walk back was the 
possibility of falling asleep and being swept into the waters by a 
renegade wave. Though with this Prinn fellow at his side, the 
chances of that happening had been thrown out the window. The 
boy obviously wants his badge, and falling asleep just gives him the 
prime chance to swipe it. 


Nobody asks complete strangers for help unless they are desperate 
or want something of theirs, this boy is both. 


Warning him about guilds won't work: the kid had wanted to make 
the mistake of being roped into a guildmaster's schemes, then by all 
means let him learn from it. And then he could move on with this life 
in a year or two after he'd been hung out to dry by his scarf. 


They travel up a slope near the ridge to a place called Scoria Town - 
a hobble not too far from the guild Prinn keeps talking about. They 
cross onto a road cobbled together by porous black stones. The 
town glistens above them like a beacon. 


"You want me to show you around?" 


Were he to say "Yes, Prinn, | would love to" they might be stuck 
here all night. Braviary just wants this over with. 


"This is Scoria Town, right?" Braviary looks at the water type who 
promptly smiles back.\ 


"Yessir." 


"Never heard of it." 


"That's what most people say when they first hear the name. 
Followed up by ‘Scoria's where that guild is, ain't it?' Prinn traipses 
further into town, dragging Braviary with him. "They usually stop 
asking about Scoria after that. They probably think we're just the 
same as every other guild town." 


"What's so different about it?” Braviary asks. 


"Well, | start with saying it's a Scholar's guild, not an adventuring 
guild. It's a fascinating place, attracting the smartest people to come 
together and unravel the world's mysteries." 


Prinn threw up his flippers as if scattering a pound of confetti. He is 
grinning from ear to ear. 


"And | take it they are never interested, ain't they?" 


"Yep. Every time." he huffs, defeated. "| can never get people to go 
check it out. Maybe Scoria town isn't interesting enough." 


Soon they find themselves in the cobbled streets of Scoria Town. 
Their road continues through the thick of it, where two other roads 
converge on the scare. Most of the buildings were built from dark 
wood. As if risen from the earth, every single one of them had their 
pointy rooftops covered in a layer of grassy dirt. Due to the work of 
some persistent gardening pokemon, these roofs remain evergreen. 


The atmosphere was thick with the scent of crisp firewood, cedar 
resin, and ocean air creeping up from the cliffside and over the 
entire town. Banners decorated with dark green and gold flags hung 
above the streets. In the walls of each abode, driftwood from 
Scoria's shores were carved to depict aquatic pokemon sleeping, 
looking quite pleased to beach near this cozy little town. 


It was nearing nightfall. The town's windows glow orange with 
roaring fireplaces, smoke stacks billow and lanterns cast many 
shadows onto Scoria's dusty roads. Scoria's glowing streets are the 
only light for miles around. Guild town or not, if Scoria had lasted 
long enough to have grown to this size in the middle of nowhere 
then it was remarkable in at least one aspect. Braviary felt home in 
the company of its defiance against the elements. 


They make it into town an hour before nightfall, stopping at a 
lamppost. After a moment or two of just standing there, Prinn speaks 


up 


"If they already got the lamps up, then sheesh, we might've been 
walking for longer than | thought." Prinn chuckles. "Maybe an hour 
or two off? Maybe three? | don't know, but I'd hate it if we got lost in 
the dark out there." 


He pauses, then looks at him. 
"Are you doing okay?" Prinn asks. 


"I'm doing as good as any pokemon whose very first thing they had 
to do after being booted out of their bed was walk a marathon. " 
Braviary breathes a deep sigh. "Suffice it to say | feel like my back's 
out for my blood, and my talons want to join my wing in being torn 
off. | don't feel well, Prinn, not at all." 


Prinn raises a flipper and Braviary cuts him off. 


"Oh, and | just thought I'd let you know | could really go for a bed 
right now. Maybe some chow on top of that, oh, a drink as well - you 
know, anything to make me feel like I'm not going to keel over all of 
a sudden." 


"| Know a few places..." Prinn speaks up, "There's Garl's - everyone 
just calls him Golduck, though - his place usually has a few beds 
open year round. As | said, Scoria doesn't get many visitors. You're 
kinda an exception, you know." 


"Tell that to the Golduck fellow then. Maybe then he'd think this 
stranger you found washed up on a beach is someone special 
enough to consider having him loitering in his inn for a month or 
two." He was being incredulous of course. "Bed or no bed, if you can 
sit me down somewhere with a fresh glass of something I'll be fine." 


"But don't go spending all your pennies on this strange bird you 
found on the beach just because he had a funny badge, alright?" He 
glowers at the boy. "That's called being terrible with your money." 


"| thought it was called not wanting to see someone pass out." 


"| guess you Can call it that too." 


Prinn looks towards the heart of the town. There, a mossy 
fountainplace rests at the center of a market. Although the fountain 
is a majority of the year, it looks to be a better place to sit than the 
cold ground beneath a lamppost. 


"Let's keep going.” Prinn says as he waddles further into town, and 
the old bird follows. 


The road thus far had been cobbled with varying levels of 
craftsmanship, but the three highways pales in comparison to the 
craft of the town's square. Each stone brick in the square was wholly 
unique, all of which were hand placed. The image of a crescent 
moon encircles an old fountain overgrown with autumn-colored 
vines. From berry stalls to adventuring equipment, several venues 
dot the market square, the majority of which are serving their last 
few customers for the night. 


Braviary sits at the fountain's edge as he watches the little guy go up 
to a stall with a wall of barrels stacked on it. There were two 
pokemon behind it: a bright yellow psyduck who seemed to be the 
face of the whole stall - and dressed in the finest golden cloths a 
pokemon could afford to get smeared in berry juice, and a mienfoo 
who was there to move all those giant barrels for him and who 
frankly looks to be having the time of their life boredly kicking one 
repeatedly.. He watches as Prinn pulls up to the counter, and being 
too far to hear what they were rambling about, he turns his eyes to 
his surroundings. 


He saw the three main highways which cut through the streets and 
slither into the wilderness beyond, recognizing the aforementioned 
"Garl's Place" as a tavern whose second story looks as if it were 
about to spill out into the streets and was actually named "Golduck's 
Good Tidings". Yet he didn't see anything pointing towards this 
Scholar's Guild Prinn had been blabbering about. Maybe it is out of 
town? 


When he looks back at the market he catches someone staring at 
him.. Although smaller than him, their glare made it feel as though 
they tower over him. Bird-like in appearance, it has a long beak-like 


mask which curves like a scythe and long white feathers which 
drape across the ground. As quickly as his eyes meet with the pink 
figure, hers back away as Prinn scurries into frame with bottle in toe. 


He uncorks it and fills a wooden cup he had brought with him. 


"What | have here isn't the first thing I'd turn to for a drink, though 
given the fountain's dryness, I'd say it's the next best thing.” Prinn 
says. "Here you go!" 


Braviary takes the cup into his wing. He takes one look at the 
odourless black fluid and hesitates. "| appreciate it." He shows the 
Prinplup the strange substance. "Are you sure this is safe?" 


Prinn reads the label of the bottle, gives it a good shake, then lifts it 
up as he takes a very quick drink. After a moment, he speaks up. 


"Um, yeah it tastes pretty safe. It's just not supposed to stay black, 
maybe try stirring it or something?" 


Braviary carefully swirls it up, then takes a look. It is still black. 
Assuming it was just going to stay the bland colour, Braviary 
chugged his cup like a plant soaked up water and handed it back. 


"Tastes like caramel," Braviary mutters. 


"When you drink it from the bottle it often tastes that way, but | don't 
think it's supposed to. " Prinn explains, pointing to the bottle. "This 
stuff's made from Enigma Berries. They only really grow once ina 
blue moon." 


"Point being?" 


"Well the guild around here found a way to grow them outside where 
you usually find them, and when mixed into a wine and exposed to 
the air - erm, lemme just show you." 


Prinn fills himself half a cup of the wine, sloshes it around, and then 
swigs it down. Prinn flashes the bottom of his cup to Braviary who 
sees that the wooden cup is now stained a slick cobalt blue. 


"See that color in there?" Prinn said, confidently. "It means I'm 


smart, or a Mariner. | took it as meaning I'd chart The Sea one day, 
maybe see what's out there other than colonies of water pokemon. 
As you can see, | haven't gotten that far yet." 


"Ah, | think | get it. | reckon map-making is bound to do a fellow 
good if they're lost at sea." 


"It's accurate enough for the guild to use it to introduce new people, 
the fringes of his smiling, confident face twitch with uncertaintity. 
"That's what this one explorer said when he came to town and 
showed everyone who was at Garl's at the festival Last Summer. | 
mean, | might be wrong about it being accurate, but like you said it's 
still a cool trick. Right?" 


When deliberating an important life decision it's important to base it 
off something more than a curious trick. If it didn't work for him, then 
who knows how many fools have been suckered into believing the 
nonsense this bottle trick's told them? 


"It might sucker a few people into joining your guild, but | fail to see 
the point." 


Braviary must have hit a nerve because Prinn was stricken silent for 
all of a good minute. 


"| did buy it for you.” Prinn bluntly replies. 


The pokemon's sour mood didn't last for long. After being handed 
the bottle, Braviary stares at it, thinking for a moment. 


"Gotta say now that | think of it, this stuff's pretty good. More of a 
spicy pokemon but I've yet to see spicy berry wine which doesn't 
taste like chalk, so I'd say your parlour-trick drink here gets a 
passing grade." Braviary messily jams the cork back into the bottle. 
"But just because I've only now gotten a drink don't think for a 
moment I've forgotten what you said before. What do you want me 
to do?" 


"| want you to come with me to the guild and when they ask, or 
when | ask - | honestly haven't rehearsed it enough to know which 
would come first," Prinn said. "Just show them your badge when 


prompted, okay?" 
"Is that it?" 
Prinn nods. 


"Well I'll be! You should've just said so!" 


For a merchant, she hasn't travelled outside of this continent. She 
had gone on a round trip or two when she was much younger, but 
had she known her trip to Scoria Town would be her last, she would 
have picked somewhere less miserable. 


Miserable was too harsh of a word to describe the seaside town. It 
sure beats being in a village out in the middle of nowhere, but given 
how far it is down the coat it may as well be. . For a town to be 
established by a whole guild of self-proclaimed scholars there has to 
be something different about Scoria she was missing. 


Many of the bigger merchant clans have yet to set up shop in this 
nowhere-land, so her family decided to take advantage of this 
untapped potential. Perhaps they were foolish to make the 
investment in the first place, but when they left her here to leave for 
greener pastures the onus had been on her - the second youngest 
at the time - to keep their store here afloat. 


After years of living here on her lonesome only occasionally seeing 
the lone sibling drop off product for the shop and collect their share 
of the income, the Aromatisse has slowly come to develop an 
affection for this miserable hobble 


It was by the sea, close enough to an abundant forest where she 
could forage to supplement her shop's inventory, but somehow too 
far for any bandits to have to waste their time coming all the way 
here. They likely didn't want to mosey with a guild of any size. What 
a guild cannot deter are odd strangers and entrepreneurs looking to 
make their names in this town just like her family had so many years 
ago. Strangers like that rambling old seer who appeared on the night 
of last summer's fair. 


The Xatu is strange. For a self-professed wanderer, he had only the 
clothes on his back, many of which looking much to pristine foraa 
man who walks the land; and a satchel which was borderline empty 
save for a couple coins and a set of dice he claimed were carved 
from a very elusive dragon-type. Something about his uniquely blue- 
green feathers seemed to make him stand out, and on his chest was 
an unusual, diamond-shaped badge. 


At the time she didn't see him as anyone important, simply another 
weird pokemon attracted by the sounds of the festival. After 
harassing one too many fair goers that day, he would eventually 
wander up to her stall. 


He introduced himself as a traveler, calling himself Xatu while never 
giving her his real name. He had said he was a psychic, sure 
enough his whole species was but he had claimed to be an 
especially talented soothsayer who possessed the ability to 
commune with the beyond. She hadn't believed him in the slightest, 
what proof did he even have? She had, however, invested the 
measly fare he had asked for to get him to do his little show infront 
of her and keep well away from her customers. 


After paying him, for a short time he stares into the sky, beak agape. 


She remembers him rambling, but she's retained none of it. His 
claims ranged from mundane to beyond, corroborating them by 
much smaller predictions about the following days. Little said things 
like how she'd leave a yellow incense to burn too long in her 
chambers one night, how on another day she'd come to see five 
bottles - no more, no less, arranged around the fountain. 


In truth she had not cared for his talk of the stars, her family's 
wealth, or his dire soothsaying about the stars one day vanishing. 
What she had really wanted was to know if his prophetic abilities 
held so much as a pinch of merit. 


She would get her answer one day, as a new stranger rolled into 
town. She keeps a stern eye on him, watching as the pokemon he 
had been travelling with - a wannabe guildie who seemed to have 
plucked this bum from off the road - left to buy the fellow a drink 
from Golduck's stall. 


Yet there is something wrong about him, something she was warned 
about: 


A mark, an explorer's badge made entirely of brass with wings 
emblazoning a featureless diamond. 


The Manor in Nowhere 


Chapter 3: The Manor in Nowhere 
Who in their right mind builds a manor this far out? 


It had to have required an astronomical level of work, forests needed 
cutting, giant walls needed erecting. Somebody did all of this work 
then that somebody - providing they aren't the Guildmaster 
themselves, has to pay the colossal debt he accrued in his bid to 
build his dream guild. Perhaps they call themselves a "Scholar's 
Guild" to make the owner believe their very not scholar-like line of 
work was worthy of investment so they can pay off the colossal debt. 
Braviary wouldn't put it past a guild owner. 


A gibbous moon hangs overhead, and cool wind breezes through 
the evergreen trees. Two pokemon walk along a tight winding path 
through the dense forest, the only thing leading them to their 
destination was the occasional tree marked off in the bright golden 
paint said to signify the guild. 


If a fear of bandits wasn't at the back of the Braviary's mind he may 
be able to enjoy a brisk night jog through the woods. Prinn's little 
hand lantern is like an invitation for anyone lurking around to steal 
from the idiots all by themselves in the wilderness. 


This was supposed to be a quick walk, no more than half an hour 
getting there, then another half getting back in time to find a bunk at 
Golduck's place to crash for the evening. Prinn has been leading 
him down dark paths for what feels like an hour. The woods are 
dead silent, filled with the sound of gravel crunching below them and 
the sloshing of a wine bottle. 


They pass by another marked tree as Prinn comes to a sudden stop. 
Up ahead, the trees lining the road slowly broaden. A square 
shadow looms among the treetops. 


"This is the place." Prinn squeaks quietly. 


"Are you sure? For all | know there could be dozens of mysterious 
manors out here, and we've found the one chock-full of ghosts." 


Prinn shines the lantern in Braviary's face, all he can see is Prinn's 
bulging eyes. 


"No, there's only one mansion out here, okay?" Prinn stutters, "and 
it's not full of ghosts! It's run by a dark-type and he's probably able to 
handle them, | think." 


"I'm sure he does." Braviary takes a swig from his bottle. 


"Anyways, the gates should be up there somewhere. They'll 
probably see us from the window, and send someone over. Then 
everything will go like | said it'll go, then I'll see you get somewhere 
to relax in Sc- 


"Tell me the plan again." 


Prinn was furious. His cheeks get puffy like he is ready to explode at 
the old man for having not asked in the two or three hours until now. 
The boy's future is at stake, but Braviary simply does not care. 


Braviary does not let him speak, instead chugging his bottle then 
throwing it off into the forest where it hits a root somewhere with a 
satisfying plonk. 


Now with nothing to distract him, Prinn takes a deep breath. 


"It should be very easy. As much as I'd want a badge like yours, I'm 

not going to take it from you. They might ask to look at it and touch it 
for a second, but I'm sure they'll understand that taking it from you is 
going to be a really bad idea. You just need to be there with me and 
uhh... tell them how it works." 


"All you want me is to stand there looking pretty, answering some 
questions, right? 


"And don't forget to put a good word or two in there for me, okay?" 


Braviary sighs. 


"Sure, kid." 


This late the entire night the manor was empty, not a soul in its halls, 
not a sound but leaves rapping against the windows. The only 
person awake at this dead hour was the Guildmaster, who alongside 
his usual duties of running the guild, was also its night watch since 
nobody was ever going to stay up as late as the dark-type. And if 
anything strange did happen overnight, they would all hear it come 
morning. 


Moonlight peeks into a circular window and through the smoke of a 
snuffed out candle. Cheap lavender incense hides the stench of the 
old parchments strewn across the room's tiny desk, across from 
which is a pokemon lying face-first on their bed; his brush tail 
slumping on the floor. The Smeargle snores into the night, 
peacefully enjoying his romp into dreamland. Blissfully unaware of 
the sound of his dorm slowly being opened. 


Two beady eyes peek into the room. The gremlin-like creature 
shoves its nose inside to sniff the air, then steps in without so much 
as a squeak. They traipse across the rickety floor in a silent dance 
all the way to the pokemon's bed where they stand high on the tips 
of their toes, and raise a hand above the Smeargle's head. 


Then boom, it comes down like a mallet, slapping the poor Smeargle 
awake. 


He yelps, tumbling onto cold floor. He opens his eyes to see his 
assailant looming on his bed - his tiny Guildmaster, Rattata. 


Before he can get out a peep, Rattata's stache bristles and he 
shushes him with a tiny finger. 


"Don't you wake your guildmates, now. Grab something warm, and 
follow me. It's cold out there." 


Rattata scuttles to the door as the Smeargle gets his bearings. He 
grabs the only thing on hand: a drab cloak which had been 
waterproofed with Combee wax, and a green cap which goes over 


his hat-shaped head. 


He drags his tail out the door, and Rattata closes it with a ruler they 
used to prop the door. 


"Come now, we need you out there." Rattata whispers, and 
Smeargle follows. 


"| Know you'll tell me what's up, but why wake me like that?" 


They pass by several identical doors down a carpeted corridor, and 
take sharp right which leads into a large foyer. Two staircases curve 
upwards to a second-floor balcony which overlooks the huge doors 
leading outside. The doors, flanked by two lit candelabras were the 
only way in and out of the guild once they locked down for the night. 
Given their guildmaster's reputation of being the closest thing to a 
Noctowl a rodent can be, strange things don't happen when he's 
working late. 


"If | did anything else to wake you, people may have heard it, and 
those guildmates would be quite worried." 


"Yeah, alright. I'm sure nobody heard the sound of someone falling 
on their face." 


Rattata huffs. He skitters to atop a tower of tombs near the mail 
slot.. He hikes up the paper mountain to survey the great outdoors. 


"Any reason why you picked me?" 


Without looking the Guildmaster digs into the tuft of dark fur on their 
chest and produces a small, white die. He tosses it behind him while 
he stares out the mail slot, it lands on the floor on a side with three 
deep scratch marks. 


Smeargle picks up the die, examining it more carefully. It seems to 
be made of rather old bone, so old indeed that the scratches on 
each side of it are a pristine white while the rest was a muddy beige. 
How he came by this was unknown, it's a story he'd ask about some 
other time. He hands it back, crossing his arms. 


"Are you done asking questions?” Rattata asks pointedly 


"For now." 


Rattata turns away from the mail slot, climbing down, and stuffing 
his dice back into his tuft. When he's finished he sighs. 


"| looked out the window a little bit under an hour ago, so it was right 
around the same time | woke when | saw it: the door to our stores 
was open. | thought | might have to take one of our guildmates' 
lunch away for forgetting to lockup, but the more | looked at the 
stores from my second floor, the more things seemed off." 


He brings a hand up to his chin, scratching his whiskers. 


"It seems as though we weren't missing any barrels, and the garden 
didn't appear to be ransacked - Roserade would have a tantrum. No 
pokemon around these parts could jump the fence, so it may have 
been a flying type, and even then I'm not too sure." 


"| decided to keep an eye on it just in the event they came back to 
finish their job. | gave it an hour, but nobody came. You're going out 
to solve this conundrum while | go back to work. 


No signs of damage, possible thievery, either they were dealing with 
somebody smart here or one fellow just forgot to lock the doors 
tonight. Given the Enigma Wine was a good source for many of the 
guild's funds not to mention it was used in the guild's initiations. Ifa 
group of miscreants wants to get at the guild or make some good 
coin, then their stores are a good place to strike. 


Even in the world where Rattata is completely wrong about this, 
staying in the Guildmaster's good graces is wise. Rattata takes the 
guild's finances seriously so they didn't have to, so any possible 
break-in had to be treated with the same gravity as a missing guild- 
mate. 


Smeargle nods. 


"You're to go out there and assess the damage. I'm trusting this job 
to you alone because | don't want my guild up in arms this late. As 
guild members we all have a reputation to uphold, and nobody 
wants to hire a guild that can't even protect itself from being robbed." 


"Sure, Guildmaster." 


The Rattata leaps up, grabbing onto the deadbolt and letting his 
weight pull it open.. 


"I'll be in my office sorting through tomorrow's job submissions." He 
lands, raising his nose at the Smeargle. "If anything odd happens, I'll 
know." 


Smeargle gives the little master a bow, and he bows back before 
scurrying down his tower of books. His little feet clatter against the 
stone floor then upstairs. The Smeargle shuffles the tower to the 
side with his foot, opens the door and steps out into the night. 


Above the clouds, a half-moon looms overhead. A gentle, constant 
breeze brushes through the pokemon's chestnut fur and the air 
carries with it the smell of the surrounding pines. The Smeargle may 
not have the uncanny eyesight of the guild master, but he does have 
a few tricks up his own. He grabs his tail, and gives it a good few 
shakes. It sparks, then lights their surroundings with a bright yellow 
glow. 


He wields the impromptu torch in his hand, briefly shining it across 
the manor's courtyard. It's pitch black outside, he can barely see 
past the hedges and make out the outlines of the iron fencing, but 
anything beyond his Tail Glow may as well be invisible. Smeargle 
goes down the two steps before the manor's doors then makes a 
bee-line through the grass to the gardens west of the guild. 


Before rounding the corner he hears a clattering sound. He shines it 
ahead only to see the garden's vibrant yellow and white tulips, then 
behind him, towards the guild's gates. 


Another rattle. It sounds like chains. The thought of catching 
someone in the act crosses his mind. Smeargle turns himself around 
as he heads straight to the guild's iron gates. The closer he gets, the 
more those chains rattle and rattle until they suddenly stop when 
approaches. He raises up his shining tail to look beyond the iron 
gates. 


And behind them is this dishevelled looking flying type missing one 


wing and wearing a combo of a dingy poncho and hat. He smells 
like seawater. 


For what seems like a good, long minute the pokemon glare without 
the other making a move, getting a good long look at each other. It 
was hard to tell the flying-type behind the bars was a Braviary, he 
looks so miserable. 


"Well this isn't how I'd picture meeting y'all." The feathered fellow 
speaks. "What's your name?" 


"Smeargle." 


Smeargle's non-answer was the nicest way of saying they weren't 
exactly up to chatting right now. Braviary gets the message. 


"Okay, Smeargle." 


"You don't look like any pokemon | know." Smeargle squints at him, 
"I'm going to guess your name's Braviary, and we'll leave it at that 
for a bit. What are you doing here?" 


"| was on my way to visit your guild until this door" Braviary nudges 
the gate, "got in the way of my visit. I'm sorry if it's at this ghastly 
hour, but | was told to head this way as soon as | can." 


"By who?" 
"Little fellow, Prinn." 


Now that was a name which rang a bell. Prinn was someone who 
has been trying to apply here for a while, Guildmaster just hasn't 
decided whether or not his skillset was all that worth it, or so he 
says. Prinn really made himself known around the guild just by being 
so persistent. 


"I'm familiar, he's a Prinplup right?" Smeargle speaks. "You can go 
back there and tell him he'll have to wait until tomorrow, because 
now's really not a good time to knock on our doors." 


Braviary tilted his head, "Why's that?" 


"Other than the fact it's nearing midnight..." 


Smeargle trails off, as if though he just now remembers the guild 
has a reputation to keep, that he probably shouldn't tell random 
vagrants they got broken into. Smeargle suddenly has an idea. 


"Did Prinn follow you here?" 


Braviary falls quiet for a brief moment as he weighs his two options, 
clenching his beak in a show of obvious contemplation. It became 
less about endangering the boy's chances in the guild, rather 
whether or not he wanted to bother them all with the return of a 
frequent blue pest. 


Braviary shrugs. 


"Hey Smeargle." He pipes up. "Wouldn't it be pretty embarrassing to 
send a stranger to go speak for you and not even show up? 
Wouldn't it even be more shameful if you were just hiding in a bush? 
Sounds pretty stupid, right? | can't imagine any fellow | know doing 
something like that." 


A shrub of oran berries shakes and breathes an exaggerated sigh 
as Prinn emerges from its leaves, bearing a look which would kill a 
person if it came from a pokemon twice his size. He puffs up his 
cheeks, and crosses his arms. When he realizes neither of the 
pokemon would take him seriously looking like a mad torchic, he 
slumps over, a dejected little Prinplup. 


"You said you'd follow the plan." Prinn laments. 


"| did follow the plan, | introduced myself first just like you said | 
would. | ain't responsible for sudden changes in it - a guildie's gotta 
learn to adapt." He clears his throat and looks back at the Smeargle. 
"Now that we're both here and willing to talk, do you have anything 
you'd like to say to both of us before we make our leave?" 


"Wait right here." 


Smeargle turns around and hurriedly walks to whence they came. 
The two watch the pokemon's glowing tail travel down the dirt path 
into a huge set of doors, then return minutes later as he comes 


dashing back to the gates. He immediately opens the gate with a big 
silver key. 


"Just that easy, eh?" Braviary chuckles. "Thanks mister Smeargle." 
"It's Leon." Smeargle answers. 


The moment they step past the gate, he quickly locks it shut. With 
nowhere to really pocket the key, he stuffs it under his cap to free up 
his hands. 


"Don't think this is an invitation to our guild." His tail points at Prinn. 
"I'm not supposed to let anyone through here, but | got a job for both 
of you if you wanna help take a load off my shoulders." 


"What kinda job?" Prinn pipes up, "I can do calligraphy, | can make 
some maps for you, | Know my way around-" 


"Nothing like that." 
"Oh..." 


"We've just had a break in, we don't really know when but given 
nobody had reported it I'd have to say it either happened right after 
our nightly briefing, or sometime right before the guild master got up. 
They targeted our stores of Enigma Wine, Prinn can tell you just 
how important that is." 


"Yeup" Prinn answers with a smile, "And you're the only people who 
make that stuff around here, right? Guild secrets." 


"Correct." Leon nods, refusing to look Prinn's way, "Luckily for us, 
we got a pretty solid lock-up schedule here. It's the stores first, 
Library second, then an hour after both we shut down the whole 
guild for the night. Either they messed up, or they didn't account for 
our guild master being a perfectionist. He knew instantly." 


"How so?" Braviary asks. 


"He has a pretty good view of the storehouse. | have no doubt he 
watches us close shop from up there. He probably knew things 
weren't right the moment he looked outside after getting up." Leon 


shrugs. "Or maybe he has a sixth sense for these things, | don't 
know. | can trust he's not going to start pointing fingers at his own 
guild until he's sure it's one of us who let this happen." 


"What if it just so happens it was one of y'all's mistakes which 
allowed someone to snatch up your wine? What's your Guildmaster 
gonna do then?" 


"Depending on how he's feeling, he can either cut you out from the 
guild, slash your pay, or he'll just not feed you lunches for a day or 
two and have you eat old bread." The thought makes Leon shudder, 
"| never actually saw him get angry before, he just usually tells 
pokemon what their punishments are then gets really quiet with said 
pokemon in particular." 


Braviary huffs, and brushes his poncho off. 


"Sounds like the same guild song and dance I've heard a dozen 
times before. I'm going to wager a good guess by saying the reason 
y'all are so afraid of him is because this guild's the only roof you 
have over your head, or you're afraid to lose all your friends from 
here, or that there's no other jobs for miles around which supports 
your specialty." 


Where did that come from? One second it's all howdy, then it's 
guildie-targeted vitriol. Who is this guy? Leon blinks. 


"You'd be correct," Leon lets him feel smart, "but our Guildmaster 
values our reputation too much to let his guild-mates suffer on his 
watch. I'm sure it's one of the reasons why the vetting process here 
is so strict." 


A slimy smile temporarily spreads across Braviary's beak, then it is 
instantly back to business. 


"So this job..." Braviary folds his wing across his chest, "... you 
know how much we gettin’ paid?" 


"| said nothing about paying you myself. We'd have to talk it through 
with the Guildmaster, but given how much Prinn comes here 
begging for us to let him in, a chance for some semi-official work for 


the guild's probably enough pay in itself." 


"Ain't gonna do." Bravairy scoffs. "| have no interest in being buddies 
with your guild here. How do you reckon coin sounds, maybe a 
bottle or two of your guild's fancy brew?" 


"The thought of you trying to join us hadn't crossed my mind. It 
seems like you're already part of something." Leon gestures to the 
diamond-shaped brass badge keeping the bird's poncho together, "1 
haven't seen anything close to that badge in particular. Basic guild 
knowledge tells me your guild's bound to be pretty big to have 
badges like those, or you're some big Honchkrow somewhere real 
far from here. It'd be ignorant of me to offer you a place here." 


"| don't mean to judge you based on your appearances, but you do 
have a certain look about you that tells me you can do with a good 
bed and some decent food." Leon squints. "That's not nearly as hard 
to get the guild master to dole out. He may even pay you both as a 
bonus, but | can't promise that." 


The bird's quiet, eyes peeking back and forth like some predator 
observing his surroundings. He's weighing his options, obviously, 
but the promise of a quick roof over his head is doing its magic. And 
needless to say, Prinn's probably on board. 


"Aight. | can do without sleeping in this spooky forest. Count me in." 
"C-Count me in too!" 


As though they didn't already know Prinn's answer. 


Impromptu Investigation 


Chapter 4: Impromptu Investigation 


The manor, three stories tall when counting the attic, is like a 
baroque needle in a haystack of trees. The towering green structure 
lords over its fenced lands, casting a formidable shadow in the dead 
of night. Small statues of flying pokemon perch above several roofed 
windows, which combined with its jagged architecture, creates a 
foreboding facade which had played a part in this manor's spooky 
reputation. And of all its dozens of windows only three of them are 
lit: the two flanking its giant chestnut doors and one on the second 
floor which the visitors are told is the Guildmaster's office. 


They follow Leon up to the manor's door, then around the house to a 
garden hidden on its left. In the moonlight they see a fountain resting 
behind a wall of hedges, round and featureless just like the one they 
had seen in Town. Behind it is a greenhouse nestled in the farthest 
corner of the manor's grounds, and next to it was a shack with its 
door swaying in the wind. From where they stood they could see the 
glow of the office window, conveniently placed in such a way it 
couldn't see the fountain a few meters to the side. 


As they pass through an entrance in the hedges Leon immediately 
takes a seat on one of the gray stone benches. Underneath Leon's 
cowl his arms were across his chest, trying to keep the heat from 
escaping. 


"This is where it took place." Leon lets his tail dangle to the ground, 
its bright glow coats the terracotta tiles in gold. "I'll be right here if 
you need anything. Do you have something you can write in?" 


Prinn, about to say something, instead takes his bamboo tube and 
pops it open. He scrounges the inside until he produces a large 
piece of folded parchment followed by a garish blue pen. He then 
walks to the other side of the bench where he unfurls a roll of paper. 
One side of it has the charcoal outlines and sketches of a 
burgeoning map, the other is blank - to now be used for this 


impromptu investigation. The tube has the bottom of it sanded down 
so it can be laid on a flat surface as a paperweight. 


Leon lifts his tail onto the bench to serve as a lamp, staring at the 
charcoal scribbles with fascination. Prinn puts his pen to the paper 
as he looks back at Braviary. 


"Do we start with the suspects, the uh... motive? What should | do?" 


"Can't say." Braviary shrugs, "Wisdom says we'd ought to leave all 
fields blank, or better yet, leave no field at all and just write whatever 
we see. You don't need to write down every single thing, unless?" 


"No." Leon answers, "Just anything you may think is important. 
Guildmaster probably just wants something so he can put it in the 
archives." 


"You have an archive?" Prinn chimes in. 


"We have a library. A good portion is dedicated to archival. Files, 
drawings, maps, manifests; you know the whole deal. | don't know 
about running a guild, but if it's anything like a business it never 
hurts to keep things written down." 


"Gotta ask, friend." Braviary chimes in. "Have you ever run a 
business?" 


Leon turns his head to the Braviary. He blinks, staring off in 
contemplation. 


"| was a Caravan runner. | was nowhere near as big or as strong as 
the usual fodder they like to send out on caravans, and couldn't 
even haul the carts they wanted us to." Leons shows Braviary his 
arms, his frail Smeargle arms. "I still got grouped up with them 
because they were low on pokemon who knew how to use Flash or 
Tail Glow. | told them they were better off doing day runs rather than 
announcing to the world ‘hey, we've got all sorts of goodies in these 
crates’. They didn't listen to me until after we got robbed. By then, 
my application here already got accepted.” 


"Apparently the winery who made us do all those runs vanished not 
too long ago. | guess the robbers got tired of going after the Beedril 


and finally went for the hive. The delicious, Oran-Scented hive." 


"You think it's the same people who went after the wine here?" Prinn 
had been listening. "Maybe we're dealing with serial wine-thieves?" 


"Good question, Kid." Braviary nods. "How far away was this 
winery?" 


"Far enough, so | don't think it's likely. | can tell you any operation 
which manages to span all the way to Scoria Town would be a 
nightmare to run. The caravans, the smuggling, the fact we're so far 
off makes us a pain to go after. It's probably more worth to runa 
bandit band around a place like Calico Town around where the 
Winery was. More people, more places to steal from - more 
pokemon to gang up on." 


"If there's more notion to suspect they were involved then I'll tell you 
more; otherwise you should probably go give the shack a look." 
Leon flicks his tail. "There's a lantern in there if you need a light." 


Now, it wasn't unlike a guild to quarrel with crooks. Robbers and 
brutes are half the reason a pokemon would consider making a 
guild, so they're drawn to each other like bug-types. There is no 
shortage of cruel pokemon in the world happy to stomp out 
everyone and everything in their path. Similarly there were a lot of 
pokemon who don't like the idea of some organisation with a bunch 
of cronies who have been trained vigorously by bounty hunting and 
dungeon delving to have a position of authority over their town. 
Guilds have a way of always attracting a bad bunch. 


To what end were guilds necessary is a question not even Braviary 
knew. There seems to be general agreement among well-lived 
pokemon where when a real threat to everyone's way of life rears its 
head, it's always good to have a body of capable pokemon at the 
ready to put those things in place. There are probably all sorts of 
high tales out there of tiny heroes going up against impossible odds 
with their guilds. Tales of folks confronting some deity-like pokemon, 
kindly reminding them not to be such jerks; stories which begin then 
end punching real bastards across the face. Somebody has always 
rises to the occasion. Guilds exist because of these men. 


Braviary would much rather live his life as neither part of a jolly band 
attempting the impossible or the odd pokemon out who's been 
called to do so. His life, as pathetic as he is right now, is finally his 
own. 


A cool breeze sweeps over him as he hears the crinkle of 
parchment, the rattling of hedges, and the door bleeps out a dismal 
squeak. He can still smell the saltwater clinging to his clothes, the 
stench of The Sea. 


"Come on," Prinn tugs him back into reality, leaving pen and 
parchment behind, "let's go take a look." 


For the unfathomable amount of coin which has surely gone into 
building this place from the ground up, none of the budget went 
towards protecting their goods. This shack was a bunch of wooden 
stakes with two sheets of tin for a room. Through the swaying door 
they can see a flat stone floor covered in bottles, the glint of metal 
distillers, and a few barrels stacked up to the right. There's a broken 
padlock on the grass. 


Somebody's going to be booted for this. Their big money maker has 
been defiled, someone's made an embarrassment out of them and 
someone is going to have to pay for this. It's gotta be handled 
quickly or else they'll start harassing the townies, there's no way the 
guild will like this down. 


Prinn waddles over to the door, and goes to lift the huge padlock off 
the ground, requiring both of his fins to even get it upright. The raw 
hunk of steel reeks of showboating. It is more to scare potential 
thieves than to deter them. It clearly didn't work because someone 
has warped the padlock into a mess, twisting it like it was model 
clay. 


"| reckon you should just leave it there, it's part of the scene." 
Braviary sighs, "You'd think with a lock of that size they'd be better 
off doing anything but break it. | find it more impressive they just 
didn't pick the darn thing open." 


"Or make the door look closed," Prinn lets it drop with a solid thud, 
"or give up. | probably would've." 


"Some folks are just stubborn, boy. Is there anything off about it?" 


"Other than it being a really, really big lock?" Prinn squints at the 
contraption. "I don't see any claw marks on it, no dents, it's kinda like 
it just popped out. Maybe the inside of it can tell us what happened. 
If you wanna try to crack this open, uh, | won't stop you.." 


"Ghost types would probably have a way around this other than 
smashing it." Braviary taps the metal with a wing. "If it were 
somebody big enough to get in there through force the guildmaster 
would've probably seen them from the window; it ain't hot either. My 
money's on it being a fighting type. Call it a hunch, but the fact 
they're pretty good at bending steel-types in half might be a 
coincidence. Got anything else to suggest?" 


"No, not really." 

Prinn turns around, his black eyes gleaming in the moonlight. 
Oh no, he's about to ask something dumb. Isn't he? 

"What makes you think it's a fighting type?" 


"Other than what | just told you?" Braviary glances behind him, leans 
in, and whispers. "Have you ever seen a Lucario punch another 
Lucario? Like none of those pulled training punches; not any of their 
schmancy auramancy. I'm talking a closed-fist, full force, honest to 
goodness 'it's either me or that pokemon’ punch." 


Prinn looks frozen. He seems close to jumping off this train of 
thought, but it was too late, he was already at this morbid stop. 


"No, why?" 


"| haven't either, but a friend did. They just told me lucario bones are 
partially made of steel and to 'use my imagination." " 


Prinn sucks in a bunch of air. A gulp slips down his small thick neck, 
then his eyes flutter. It's going to keep him up tonight for sure. 


"So far, | reckon whoever did this was a fighting type." Braviary 
motions at the door. "If you got nothing else, | suggest we take a 
peek inside." 


Prinn nods, and waddles trepidatiously to the open door. He peaks 
his rotund head inside, takes a step in, then vanishes. By time 
Braviary reaches the door the room is lit up by a lantern sitting next 
to a box of conveniently-placed matches. The right of the room is 
taken up by stacks of barrels, while to the left there are two metal 
contraptions he can assume was for crushing and fermenting 
Enigma berries, and at the back there were a couple crates of empty 
bottles. Something about the shack's whole operation tells him their 
secrets lie elsewhere, wherever they grow the berries. 


It is probably like the kid said, there's a way to Cultivate these 
Enigma Berries which made them so special which couldn't be 
replicated outside of this guild. It would explain why they didn't go 
after the greenhouse instead of the shack. There is no sense 
robbing a place for their secret berry trees if they didn't know how to 
grow the blasted things. Mess with the source there will be no wine 
forever. 


"| had at least expected their super-cool, super-secret wine to have 
at least more gunning for it. There's probably better setups in 
dungeon camps." Braviary steps inside, "At least they have the 
excuse of being out in the field, this is nothing special." 


"Well, the make of it's not the important part. It's the Enigma Berries 
which make it special - you really can't grow them anywhere." 


"If that's the case then..." 


"Yeah, | know!" Prinn chirps. "Grab a shrub or two from the 
greenhouse, throw 'em over the fence, at least if you had the plant 
you can maybe figure out what makes them so hard to grow." 


"Maybe they're going for short term damage? Hurt the guild's funds 
immediately, get ‘em all riled up." 


"| was thinking they just wanted the wine." Prinn interjects, "They 
don't seem smart, they just stormed through the door with the huge 


lock instead of picking it open." 


Braviary shrugs as he turns his attention to the three and a half- 
stacks of barrels. There's seven barrels in total, four labelled with 
"Scholar's Mystery Wine", three are not. He gives each one a poke. 
The barrels are all full except for the one closest to the door. It's as 
though they hadn't taken a thing; like the burglars committed some 
petty vandalism, then calling it a night. 


"Do you know who does all the inventory around here?" 


"lunno, I'm not in the guild." Prinn seems fixed on the barrels. "Leon 
looks like he does ground stuff, so maybe he'd know? | have an idea 
we can try out, but I'm afraid if | ask him he'll say no." 


"Who said we needed permission? What's the worst we can do?" 


"Get into their wine and make them send adventurers after us?" 
Prinn shrugs. 


The Moment Prinn mentions their sacred wine, Braviary catches on. 
A big smile stretches over the old man's beak as he turns around, 
and shouts. 


"Leon!" 


The smeargle's glowing tail shuffles as he stands up, and peeks 
over the hedges. 


"Y'all don't mind if | take one of these bottles here, fill it up and taste 
test these things? We have reason to think someone might have 
messed with them, so if | suddenly hit the floor then grab some 
pecha berries for me, okay pal?" 


His voice roars through the night. Everyone heard it, the 
Guildmaster, and those poor guildmates trying to get a good night's 
sleep. Leon, a guild mate like any other, was suddenly tasked with 
making this hard call. His tail flickers like a strobe as it wags 
nervously, his head looking to the second story window as though 
the guildmaster's gaze was upon him. He hesitates for a few more 
seconds then shouts back 


"Alright! But you aren't getting more wine after this!" 


A sigh echoes across the garden as Leon slithers back into his 
bench. 


Their guildmaster has to be monitoring the whole situation from 
above, no doubt he would have heard the two screaming across his 
courtyard, and one of his own giving this nobody flying-type 
permission to go pilfering through their precious winery, 


Braviary scoops up one of the many bottles strewn across the floor, 
and walks past Prinn to the wall of barrels. He puts the bottle on the 
nearest tap, pours himself a sip of the wine, then swallows it down. 
The bitter-sweet taste travels down his throat - the taste of caramel 
lingers on his tongue like the memories of adventure's past, slowly 
fading away forgotten. He relives this five more times, taking just the 
slightest bit more from each savoury barrel until he hits a bump 
along the road. The seventh barrel, the one outside of the stacks, is 
a different brew altogether. He cannot place its taste but he's 
certain. 


"There!" he points with the glass, "Somebody's swapped the wine, | 
can taste it." 


"What do you mean?" 


"What do | mean?" Braviary wipes his beak clean. "The thieves have 
replaced the guild's good stuff with something cheap of their own." 


"Then they must've brought a barrel or two of their own to siphon it 
out." Prinn looks at the bottles around his feet which compared to 
Braviary, are taller than his knees. "Are the barrels all full?" 


"Not anymore." he shrugs, placing the bottle near Prinn. "They did 
all have their taps in them, so it stands to suggest one of the guildies 
comes in here to take a swig every so often. A few might be half- 
full." 


"So just empty the bad one into an empty barrel and swap the 
enigma stuff into the one they brought?" 


"Yeah, | can see that." 


He doesn't. He's a vagrant, not a mathematician. 


"You wanna move onto the wall now?" Braviary points to the open 
door from which the yellow glare of Leon's tail is in the distance." 
"See if we can't find where they came in from? If they had to lug a 
barrel full of wine with them, there's bound to be a flattened flower 
bed sitting somewhere." 


"Sure! Just gimme a minute when we get there..." 


They pace back to the old fountain where Leon sat waiting. As Leon 
looks up at the bird, he seems almost surprised. Maybe Leon held 
him with the same disdain as those theives, expecting him to trash 
the taphouse and to come back with wine-drenched clothes. 


Prinn immediately goes to town, scrawling notes down in the light of 
Leon's Tail Glow. Braviary smirks at the Smeargle. 


"You look bright eyed." 


"What's the deal?" Leon ignores the comment, crossing his legs. 
"Find anything useful?" 


"| think the boy can give y'all the low-down later, so I'll be brief. We 
got a reason to think it was a fighting type who broke into here with a 
barrel of cheap wine, swapped yours with it, and kept the less- 
conspicuous barrel with him as he ran." 


"And how might they have done this?" 


"Probably threw it over the fence, that's what we're about to check." 
He's about to turn to his water-type partner when he raises a quill. 
"Oh, and another thing: you might wanna check up on who's doing 
the lock-up there. Somebody's been getting free drinks." 


"Noted ." Leon throws his comment under the rug immediately, "I'll 
look into it." 


It's totally fine for a guild member to head out in the middle of night 
and grab some drinks, right? Nobody's going to really notice if day 
after day there's just a tiny bit missing each time a certain Smeargle 
is out on grounds duty. 


He'd do the same, honestly. 


Prinn's pencil hits the paper with a satisfying rattle and roll. "Alright!" 
he looks up, "Let's go!" 


Past the fountain and through the hedges they go where they 
encounter an impassable wall. Prinn's head barely manages to 
reach past these hedges, a pokemon his or even Braviary's size 
couldn't dream of getting over this gigantic fence unless they had 
the dexterity of a Treecko. Which again, only points more towards 
this being some well-fit fighting. Looking behind them they can only 
see the tall windows of the manor's library blotted out by black cloth, 
having been locked up long before they got here. 


They're still close enough to Leon to get his light from behind the 
hedges. It's not like they would have needed it, because whoever 
did this was not very subtle. Just to the left some more is a 
conspicuous dent in the grass which lines up perfectly to a 
windowless corner of the library. The petals from a bush of yellow 
wildflowers are strewn like a murder scene, cushioning the fall of its 
killer. 


"It's that easy, huh?" Braviary sighs, "Must've dropped it from above, 
too scared to throw it out of fear of overshooting it and hitting around 
the fountain with a bang." 


Prinn on the other hand, didn't look nearly as sure. He's hunching 
over staring at the dent in the grass, looking back and forth at the 
manor several times overs. Behind those Piplup's eyes the gears of 
his head are slowly grinding to some conclusion. Eventually he lifts a 
flipper to draw an imaginary line from the second story floor to here, 
noting the angle, jotting a few mental notes. Another moment 
passes when suddenly his face glows up like a firework. 


"Okay, so..." he clasps his flippers together, he's ecstatic to tell 
Braviary this, "Leon said they close up the Library, then the rest of 
the guild an hour after, right?" 


"I'm listening." 


"We never asked what they did for the hour after they closed the 


library, Leon just said they locked things up. Their Guildmaster 
upstairs has a good view of everything back there except for this 
side and the side opposite. He apparently watches everyone do 
lock-up from up there, but this place is big right, it's gotta be a guild 
wide effort? Maybe he only ever looks out of his window when 
they're done?" 


"Assuming that's what happened, how come nobody saw the barrel 
sitting here?" 


Prinn levels his hand to the top of the hedge. It's just up to his eyes. 
Given their position between two walls, the library having its blinds 
shut, the lack of any decent sightlines - a barrel could possibly go 
unnoticed. 


"A-and also!" Prinn stumbles, "they close up the stores first, and 
then the library. They basically check this side twice! So it had to 
have happened between looks, probably right at the end of it before 
the guildmaster does his thing." 


"So what y'all saying is that he might be at fault?" 


"No, no. Not really." Prinn shakes his head. "We'll know later. It's just 
whoever did this has a good idea of the guild's schedule and the 
layout of this place. This couldn't have been, y'know, outta the blue." 


"Guess I'm not the only person who can't stand guilds around 
here..." Braviary takes a sigh of relief, the job is done. He peers just 
over the hedge to see Leon looking back at him. 


"You catch that, Leon?" 


"| did." Leon replies. "Come get your notes, and we'll head inside. 
He's going to want to talk about this." 


Leon leads them inside through the foyer, ignoring the dinner room 
straight ahead of them, and up a flight of two parallel stairs which 
lead directly to the second story office. A few bits of moonlight peek 
in from the stained-glass window above the door behind them, 
casting the image of a winged dragon-type on the granite floor - a 


Salamence by the looks of it. However they weren't here to gawk at 
some trick of architecture, they were here for their impromptu 
interview. 


The office door is as tall as the entrance with the sole addition of a 
much, much smaller door fashioned into it. After two knocks it 
creaks open, allowing the quivering candlelight within to escape. 


Inside are two office chairs near a desk covered in candles and 
tomes. Wax drips off a brass candelabra onto the green rug. Behind 
the desk they can see another window and the overwhelming 
number of old books and bobbles forming a staircase to its circular 
sill. In that sill is a tiny bed. To their left and right they can see 
shelves stocked full of trophies and novels, one of which catches the 
old bird's eye. 


On one shelf he sees a collection of crystal spheres on display - 
orbs as they are colloquially known, supposedly naturally occurring 
objects which allow particularly daring guildies to perform feats 
thought to be deemed magical. Theologists argue they're scattered 
across the worlds by patron deities; more educated folks say their 
magical properties could be the result of evolutionary stones in the 
earth being condensed into homogenized, orb-like forms. He's of the 
third school of thought who just thinks these orbs are useful; tools 
any adventurer worth their salt should absolutely have on hand. 


Braviary wants to think the Guildmaster's just some avid collector; 
an adventurer aficionado trying to look the part. Or he can come to 
face reality: these pokemon might actually know what they're doing. 


There's a runt hidden in the books, one foot tall creature. Two tiny 
red eyes peer from behind a scroll, his black matted fur the color of 
ink. Yes, their guildmaster's a rattata. He motions for them to take a 
seat. 


Braviary sits down immediately, while Prinn flops himself down onto 
the tall chair. Leon steps towards the desk, introducing them. 


"| found these two by the door when you sent me out. | asked them 
if they would like to help in exchange for not sleeping out in the cold, 
they said yes, so here we are." Leon nods towards Prinn "I think you 


know Prinn already, but this here is..." 


Leon turns to Braviary, the Guildmaster too. Suddenly all eyes are 
upon him as they wait for the flying-type to speak its name. Prinn is 
looking at him with beady eyes, they all want to know his secret. 


The seconds tick by like minutes. Braviary puts his wing up to adjust 
his hat in a bid to buy him precious time. A single bead of sweat 
drips from Braviary's brow. 


He doesn't know his name. 
"Braviary's fine, y'all don't take it personally." 


Both Prinn and Leon look away while the Guildmaster's still staring 
at him. His eyes are on Braviary's badge. 


The Guildmaster's voice is oddly quiet, almost like a whisper, but as 
worn as a pokemon who's drunk all their life. His voice would sound 
absurd if he wasn't talking from a throne of bobbles. 


"Braviary it is. Now would you two care to explain why you've come 
at this ghastly hour?" 


"| wanted to head this way anyway to see how my application is 
going, but..." Prinn clears his throat, "| found something just this 
morning, something | Knew you just had to see." 


Prinn spent the whole day with this stranger rehearsing this very 
moment. Right on queue Braviary leans forward then points towards 
his badge. Its brass centerpiece glistens like a rare jewel. 


"Yeah, the kid over here seemed really surprised to see one of 
these things when he found me. | reckon these things aren't too 
common around here." he leans back. "Wherever ‘here’ is." 


"You're in Scoria Town," Guildmaster answers, "population nearing 
three hundred - most are seasonal visitors, so it may be less. It's the 
only town this side of the Obsidian Peninsula, which in of itself takes 
up a third of our small continent known as the Dusk Continent. 
Closest settlement to us is Calico, a fair way to the east." 


Braviary is given a moment. 
"Does that answer your question?" 
Good enough, Braviary nods. 


"Good. Prinplup here is correct. It should be obvious our guild lacks 
badges of their own, so we are putting much of our resources into 
looking at how to manufacture our very own. However, each guild 
has their own ways of doing so, a guild secret unique to each 
guildmaster." 


"Do you plan on copying some other guild's hard work?" He places 
his wing over his chest, hiding the badge in his worn feathers. "If 
y'all are gonna mess with one guild's work in the slightest, they 
really ain't gonna like it." 


"No, not at all." Guildmaster's whiskers twitch. "You mustn't even 
give it to me. We can begin by having you tell us what yours in 
particular does, what it's made of, and work our way outwards.” 


Then suddenly, Braviary laughs. 


"What if | told you | had no Idea how it works? How do you reckon 
it'd feel?" 


The silence is palpable, hitting the ground like a brick. Sure a 
pokemon can excuse not knowing why they woke up on a beach, 
but this? 


This sudden, sinking sensation is pulling at Prinn. He looks pale, 
watching as his shot at getting an honest to good guild job be 
wasted by an old coot's lack of memory. This is bad, so bad for him. 


"You're-" 


Suddenly Prinn rises out of his chair, ending the Guildmaster's 
sentence with the thwak of his webbed feet hitting the floor. He 
leans in front of Braviary as though taking a shot for him, then 
stammers out. 


"W-what he's saying is he's happy to do some field testing to work 


out its capabilities!" Prinn scrambles to collect himself. "We're just 
really tired, him especially. It's been a long day for both of us. If it's 
possible we can stay the night, we'd really appreciate it. And we can 
always talk in the morning!" 


He doesn't need to turn to know Braviary is glaring straight at him, 
like he's about to punt him across the room as though his blue head 
were one of those orbs. He didn't spend the whole day rambling 
about guilds for him to be wrapped into working for one. Then the 
unexpected happens: Braviary keeps his mouth shut. Prinn glances 
behind his shoulder to see Braviary's face contort into a smile, a 
painful, awful smile. 


The Guildmaster stares among his towers of knowledge, retrieving a 
Rattata-sized note which fills his intense red eyes with surprise. 
"Hmm..." he mumbles, nudging the paper to Leon who begins to 
read it. 


"There's always the afternoon. | don't wake up until after lunch." 
Guildmaster corrects, "| presume Leon was watching you 
investigate. Please show them to their room Leon, then report back." 


"Um, before we're dismissed..." Leon lifts a finger up, "The Dorm 
here says there's only one bed, | know it's for the larger pokemon, 
but.." 


"Oh, Prinn doesn't mind." Braviary says, "He can sleep on the floor. 
Spare the boy a sheet if you've got one." 


With a motion of the Guildmaster's hand Leon opens the door, and 
the two awkwardly follow him out, catching one last glimpse of the 
ornate collection before the office closes behind them, followed 
shortly by the clunk of a deadbolt. Leon leads them side by side like 
disgruntled siblings, down the steps then down a hallway where they 
are freed from earshot. Leon takes a well-earned sigh, followed by 
Braviary, then Prinn. 


After adjusting the green thing on his furry "hat", Leon is the one to 
break the ice. 


"You gave him the runaround, didn't you?" Leon says to Braviary. 


"| wish." the bird answers. 
"You too kid, nice one." 


A complement lost to the tension in the air. They shouldn't be 
talking. This is a conversation for when they've had time to process 
what just happened. 


They are shown a room at the end of the east corridor. The door is 
flimsy, worn down by guildmates countlessly slamming it shut at the 
end of every tiresome day. A small window feeds moonlight into the 
dorm while a large stain on the floor sits where a desk once was. No 
matter how dingy it seems, a roof is a roof - a luxury. With what little 
strength remains, Braviary tosses the quilt, the bedsheets, 
everything except for the pillow for water-type to nest in and plants 
himself beak-first into the cushion. 


There are no words, only the still lingering stench of saltwater. Leon 
shuts the door as the two drift into sleep. 


A Morning Dive 


Chapter 5: A Morning Dive 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


The second he hits the straw mattress Braviary is sent to sleep. It is 
here where his troubles boiled away, becoming lost beneath The 
Sea of the unconscious. When he was at his most alone, even with 
no roof to call his own, this place always welcomed him. He can't 
stay for long, Braviary wouldn't want to be lost here forever. Once 
the moment passes the waves will eventually wash his body up on 
the proverbial beach, morning sun burning his eyes, his hollow 
bones aching. 


There are no dreams here, just inked-out memories. 


Something bloated rises up from beneath the sea. Huge, unlike a 
dream he's ever had before. The waves part, and a foreign thought 
enters his mind. 


The boy, who is he? 


He has no form here. Impulses ferment in his mind until they form 
into thoughts of his own - words. Whatever he says, this Thought's 
mockery drowns it. 


You don't know? You meet a boy in liege with them, you express 
your desire never to set foot in one's hall ever again, and now you're 
blissfully asleep on one of their beds. You're gobbling up everything 
they give you, you're feeding out of the guild's hand. 


You know what's going to happen, don't you?" 


Something horrendous tries to rise up from The Sea as his entire 
world shakes. He feels his body twitch in its sleep, batting away the 
horrid things from his mind. In the chaos Braviary attempts to speak, 
and the abyss chokes him. 


They will stay their hand! And then you'll be all alone, hungry and 
worthless! This time there will be no gold to make you feel like 
something, you can't even afford to drown it this time. You. Have. 
Nothing. 


A sinking sensation overwhelms him, congealing inside his stomach 
as he's struggling to breathe. He's sinking further and further until a 
mattress catches him.. 


Don't worry, you have a plan don't you? Come on, say it. Don't tell 
me you intend on leaving these generous people after they have 
given you so much in so little time? Wouldn't that be disingenuous of 
you? 


You should see if you still have a name for yourself, surely someone 
out there cares enough about washed-up adventurers to lend you a 
hand. Maybe then you'll find anew name; maybe then you'll know 
who you are. 


The darkness is fading. He can hear sounds rippling through the 
murky water: doors opening and closing, a bead creaking under the 
dead weight of a bygone adventurer. However pitiful at this point, 
there's enough of the water left for the Thought to feed the bird 
parting word of advice. 


If you were ever as important as you think you were, someone 
would know you. 


A part hopes he'll wake up somewheres else, maybe in the Inn he 
was promised, but reality quickly sets in as the sunlight on his face 
forces open his eyes. He sees the pathetic dresser, the desk, and 
four wooden walls of this office turned bedroom. Whoever put this 
bed here decided to leave it right next to the room's stained glass 
window, woe to the fool who happens to sleep in this place because 
they'll get a face-full of sunshine. It wasn't even a good bed! Prinn 
had it better on the cold hardwood floor. 


His body creaks like lumber as he hauls himself out of bed, nearly 
dropping like a log onto the floor. Somehow, his legs keep him 


standing. He's miserable, he hasn't gotten any good sleep, he has a 
headache, and to top it off he's trapped in a guildhall. A wondrous 
start to a day of adventure. 


Prinn's nowhere to be seen. He must've gotten up earlier and quietly 
left to go play twenty questions with every single pokemon in the 
guild. Sticking one's nose into everyone's business was grounds to 
garner a few enemies; guess the guild doesn't mind. Although not 
officially part of them yet, he's sucking up to them like a brand new 
recruit. Maybe they allow Prinn to stick around as an errand boy. 


It's not early in the morning, nor is it noon yet, he has awoken with 
barely enough time for him to wander around some and ask the 
pokemon who work here a few things. In particular, he wants to ask 
what is so important about the badge - get to know what they really 
want other than to have shiny baubles of their own. Their 
guildmaster did want to hear what Braviary's badge does, it's gotta 
be capable of something noteworthy aside from its use as a 
reminder of days long forgotten. 


They had a library here, right? Perhaps a guildie working the books 
could tell him. It was worth the look. 


Braviary touches his badge out of habit, it's still there, and his 
crumply hat is still on. He walks out. 


Waiting for him right outside his dorm is a short grass type. The 
pokemon's shade of green is almost identical to the guild's scarves, 
goldenrod petals surround his three fingered hands like cuffs, and 
his white hair is an untended white bush. All the other dorms are 
either closed or open, nobody seems to be here but them. There's a 
broom in one of his hands. 


"| was wondering when you'd get up." Roserade says, motioning to 
the door. "Can | do up your room now? | was told not to bother you 
but | haven't had my sun yet, I'm getting tired." 


The pokemon's glaring at him. He's making no attempt to hide that 
he's had one rough morning, and he's blaming part of it on Braviary 
for sleeping in. 


"Who told me you got up? Your Guildmaster?" 


"No, it was a little friend of yours. He told me, then | told the 
Guildmaster. Said you had a 'rough one’ yesterday, and so the 
guildmaster ordered me to cut you some slack." He looks out to the 
window at the end of the hallway. "If you hadn't gotten up in an hour, 
| would've had to smack you with a broom till you did. | wish | did 
anyway." 


"Was it something | did?" 


"It's about what you didn't do! I've been sitting here for an extra hour 
because you've been off in Fairy-Type land skipping through flower 
fields with Whimsicott, mumbling rubbish in your sleep." His long 
fingers tighten around the broomhandle like vines. "The one day I'm 
not on groundskeeping my golden 'mums get trampled on and we 
get robbed! | could be out there right now tending to them, yet here | 
am doing nothing!" 


He suddenly takes in a swell of air, and regains some composure. 


"If you're supposed to be some esteemed guest, then I'm sorry, but | 
don't know you and | don't care about becoming friends." 


There's no point in letting this go on any further, or dragging the 
pokemon through the mud for the crime of beginning his day ona 
bad start. He's still standing at the doorway, stealing precious 
seconds away from the flower boy's day. 


He gets out of his way, Roserade drags his feet into his room, and 
Braviary heads down the hall. At the end of it he takes a right out of 
the dormitories to the foyer where the sounds of utensils clack in the 
distance. The large doors opposite the entrance which he hadn't 
gotten to see last night were wide open. A small sign standing next 
to the stairs reads "Dinner at Noon: Broiled Leppa Berries and 
Greens" in bright chalk. Before he can step across the foyer, the 
front doors swing open and two pokemon walk emerge, one of 
whom he's sure he's seen before. 


A small fighting type accompanies a four-legged orange hound with 
one of its legs sporting a green band to match its eyes. The 


difference between Mienfoo yesterday and the one of today is a 
hoodless cloak adorned with guild colours and a restrained smile 
which fades the moment they set eyes on him. The pokemon 
accompanying the fighting-type looks to see what's got her and 
gives Braviary a reassuring smile, seeing Mienfoo off with a nod 
anda closing the distance. 


"Splendid, a guest!" The Lycanroc sounded affable, genuinely so. 
"It's been a while since we've had a visitor from another guild, 
worryingly long some would say." 


He, like anyone else here, saw the badge first then the Braviary 
wearing it. On one hand he was starting to think the Pokemon here 
were talking about a ghost inside the ornament, on the other hand it 
meant least questions to answer about himself. There's an awkward 
silence, and the guildie's quick to fill it. 


"| got ahead of myself," he chuckles, holding out a paw high for 
Braviary, "I'm Lycanroc. If your guild happens to have a lycanroc of 
their own, then calling me Dusk will do. My partner-in-crime is 
Mienfoo. | hope folks here have been treating you well." 


Braviary shakes his paw with a tap of his wing. Lycanroc just nods, 
bringing no attention to the missing other. 


"Callin' me Braviary is fine enough. You got a moment?" 
Lycanroc stares at the menu, then back at the bird. 


"If it's a question, | have time for one. If it's more than one or about 
anything else, it'll need to wait till | check in with the chief and I've 
had my fill for the day.” 


"That's all fine 'n good. | just need to know if your Library's open to 


‘guests’. 


"Of course!" Lycanroc laughs. He motions a paw to the adjacent 
hall. "The library's our guild's greatest asset next to its guildmates 
then the wine, in that order. You can find it over there." 


Braviary nods, and Lycanroc bids him farewell with a friendly bow. 
He parts with a "See you around" before vanishing into the 


clangorous messhall. Dinner's about to start, he's got ten or so 
minutes to ask any bookworm in there about the badge before he's 
gotta talk to guildmaster. 


The light shining through the thin curtains clad this room in a dull 
glow. The sheer wealth of knowledge here commanded respect, 
even the most jaded simpleton could see how much effort has gone 
into gathering and curating everything lining every surface. Baubles, 
bizarre pieces of treasure, artefacts, books and scrolls - seemingly 
nothing was forbidden to rest on its shelves so long as it was serving 
the guild's ends. It may not be the greatest assortment in the 
universe, but it may be running in line for the best collection a guild 
has mustered, and this Scholar's Guild is probably known just for 
this. 


Were Braviary of the more of the bookish sort he may be able to 
truly appreciate what this scholarly hoard has mustered, but any 
pokemon who has lived the life of an explorer would know when to 
take in the sights. This was one of those times. 


It takes a moment to gather his bearings. Be they a custodian or 
someone hitting the books, he needs to find a nerd to ask a few 
things - anyone other than Prinn. Braviary surveys the rows of 
arranged desks in the center of the library; each with a stack of 
papers and parchment, a quill and a candlestick. He made sure 
there wasn't a fellow sleeping on a square of couches under the 
chandelier nor hiding inbetween the shelves before he shuts his 
eyes, then listens in. 


Nothing. It's silent save for the distant ruffle of a pen against paper. 
"Someone here?" 


His voice rings out through the library. Somewhere among the walls 
of literature and trinkets a pokemon answers. 


"I'm always here, yes. | haven't heard your voice before, are you a 
new recruit perhaps?" 


The voice is studious and breathy. Yet he can still hear it originating 
from a small corner hidden among the shelves. The floor creaks 
under him as he approaches the bookshelves. 


"No, I'm just a fellow with questions." 


"Ah, answers are what you want. | can point you in their general 
direction." There's a solid thud of a book hitting a desk, the voice 
gets closer. "Got a subject you're looking into? Need some maps of 
previously explored places? Perhaps you're looking for some 
adventurer anecdotes, guests used to like those - back when we 
had them." 


Now it is the second time these guild mates mention the absence of 
guests. Did something cataclysmic occur in the guild's history? Has 
the guild itself become embroiled in some hot water? Both of these 
are equally possible. It's even more likely the guild has stopped 
taking in visitors to protect their wealth. The break-in last night may 
have been the straw to break their backs. Interesting how they're 
happy to make an exception for these two idiots who moseyed up to 
their guild right after a breakin, one with only a badge to his name, 
the other a routine pest. 


"I'm not too into books, | don't have the time for them right now." 


Before he could elaborate, the other pokemon in the room speaks 
up. 


"You're in a Library, sir." 
"| Know." 


The voice reveals itself as a gaunt white pokemon who glides out 
from the shelves. There's a slight lavender texture to every part of 
her ghastly body, and red eyes stare at him from behind a billed, 
mask-like image. The tattered yellow band tied to her robe-shaped 
body flows in the nonexistent wind. In the grasp of her spindly 
appendages is a black book with many tiny pieces of paper sticking 
out from its pages; the title of it erased by time. 


His knowledge of ghost-types wasn't particularly deep, if had a 


history with them he'd probably forgotten all about it. Going off 
whatever comes to his mind, he'd guess this pokemon to be a 
Froslass. The snowy white appearance gives it away. 


"| can give you time, | suppose." Her hands clutch the flimsy paper. 
"Although, | don't think you have much time for yourself. Lunch 
begins soon, sir." 


"| suppose | could roll back here after I've eaten? " He stutters a bit. 
They'll feed him, right? "| don't mean to bother you, | just need one 
or two things explained to me, and | figured whoever's in the library's 
bound to know." 


"You're spending your time wisely, then. You won't have the chance 
to come back here after lunch." 


One worry alieved, another added. 
"Sorry?" 


"| keep track of the guild's orders, who gets tasked with what, and 
whether or not they complete them. It's not hard work, per say, | 
have more time to myself than most of the other guildmates, but the 
Guildmaster needs me here for most hours of the day." A cold mist 
expels from her when she sighs, it sweeps across her book like 
winter wind. "Including lunch, not that | need to eat." 


"| have orders? Am | suddenly part of y'all's gang?" 


"Oh dear, no, and neither is the boy." she corrects, "You won't 
become part of us unless you're sure you want to be. The boy on 
the other hand did agree to some work under us as a means of 
gaining admission to our guild. For all intents and purposes we 
technically consider him part of us now.” 


"So he's just doing free work for you, is that it? What about the 
payment he gave to y'all?" 


His accusatory tone catches her off guard, only for a split second, as 
she instantly regains her composure. 


"Every one of us goes through a period where we perform a short 


job for the guild to see if we have merit." She motions at herself. 
"The forward payment goes to me who handles all the bookwork, 
and who commissions everyone's equipment. If you were to join us, 
badge or not, you'll be put through the same test as anyone else." 


Her takedown is swift, her words like a knife. She knows what to 
say. 


"The boy did say you both would be happy to help you demonstrate 

your badge's abilities. We do plan on it eventually, but we're still ina 
trial period with him on an official level and you on an unofficial. We 

can't justify sending him out on a mission which could be considered 
inherently dangerous, not yet." 


The gears in Braviary's head are beginning to move, and reality sets 
in. Like an impenetrable barrier of guild policy, his badge shields him 
from them asking him to join, so they went for the kid instead. And 
since Braviary did technically agree with Prinn's proposal, the guild 
is using it as a trump card to get him on board as well. He'll play 
along, he won't like it, but Prinn owes him some coin. 


"You're still paying him, right?" 
Please, for the love of all that is good, say yes. 


"Yes. Double the normal rate for first-timers, actually." She 
answers." You're not required to help with the investigation but | 
assume you will, right?” 


They're not technically paying Braviary if it's the kid who decides to 
give him a cut of his work for sticking along - it's exactly what he 
would've suggested. He doesn't know if to feel offended, or grateful. 


"Wouldn't say no to the boy." Braviary huffs. "That's one question, 
you have time for more?" 


"Depending on how hungry you are, | may have time for one 
question or a couple." 


She's got infinite time, right? Spending half an hour answering a 
confused bird won't put a dent in her productivity. What grand 
mystery is he going to throw on the table first? 


"Can you start by telling me why y‘all are so interested in this thing?" 
He shakes the ornament keeping his poncho together. It glistens in 
the green ambiance. "I thought y'all - as in guilds - always had a 
whole bunch of these things. | don't ever remember it being such a 
special little something." 


Her eyes contort into a squint, and her head reclines to the side. Her 
glare plunges into his soul then resurfaces to say "wow, this bird's 
as clueless as he seems". She, like Prinn, is seemingly trying to 
unravel him. 


"Every renowned Guild and Society has badges of their own, since 
we don't have any, our guild is seen as unofficial. So why not just 
make some?" Her words are orderly, taken from a script she's 
spoken a hundred times. "We can't, not in a way which would deem 
them "official". These badges all have one ability similar to the Orbs 
you explorers find use of, except they tend to be more utility 
focused. From a simple light to abilities as outlandish as transporting 
pokemon out of perilous places, each guild has their own badge 
which does something exclusive to it." 


"There isn't any information out there on how to make these things, 
just speculation, and rumours wrapped up in guild secrets. We hope 
by discovering what yours does it'll point us in the right direction," 
she blinks, "although it may always be another dead end." 


The book in her hands has maybe a hundred tiny pieces of paper 
crammed inside of it, some looking to be notes, others bookmarks, 
barely kept together by its frayed black binding. All the tomes in here 
and curiosities, years of hoarded insight, yet the guild can't seem to 
figure out how to make the one thing which makes them legitimate in 
the eyes of others. Without it they're just a library twenty minutes off 
the road from Scoria Town; an insignificant outlier with nothing to 
prove they're a guild. The one nugget of information they desire 
eludes the guild like a curse, either everyone here is remarkably 
unlucky, or somebody doesn't want them to know this. 


Perhaps the search for a functioning badge are the growing pains of 
a Guild trying to put their name in the history books - Ike the test 
they're putting Prinn through but on a grander scale. One thing's for 
sure, the fact he didn't know anything about this was another 


symptom of his head being full of gunk. He was once a Guildie, or 
somebody bold enough to have been given a badge. He should've 
known his badge had an ability already, stupid. 


"That's something." Braviary mumbles. 


She nods slowly, but doesn't say a thing. If he has anything left to 
say, now is the time. Noon is fast approaching. 


"You run this place, don't you?" he stammers out. 


"The guild? No. | may as well own this library with the amount of 
time I've put into his collection. Why do you ask?" 


"| don't know how much you dug up about me, but could you plump 
through some Guildie books to see if a Braviary shows up in them at 
all?" The crumbled up thing riding his head he calls his hat looked 
hopeless, nobody would ever sell someone this maroon thing, not 
even to a vagrant. It felt it had been at his side through thick and 
thin. He's had this thing forever, he's certain of this. "I've worn this 
hat for as long as | can remember, so if the books mention a 
braviary without it strapped to his head, it ain't me." 


"And your wing?" 


What's left of his wing cowered under the draping fabric of his 
poncho, out of sight from ogling pokemon. It twitches when it 
occasionally tries to do motions which are now impossible for it. He 
sighs, and says nothing. 


"Hmm..." She backs away from the line of questioning. "Guildmaster 
had me search the archives to see if your badge matched with any 
group we may know of. It resulted in nothing, of course. | wasn't 
required to search any deeper, so | didn't waste the energy. If you 
insist on looking into it | can see if anything about a Braviary with 
your garments, but | can't make any promises." 


"If something does, I'll have Roserade go looking for you. He's our 
groundskeeper, if you haven't met him already." 


"Yeah | did, was he the pokemon with the attitude cleaning the 
rooms this morning?" 


"That's him." 


"| reckon there's something about roses and thorns | could say 
about him, but | don't know the fellow well enough to crack a goof 
about his bad day. He just seemed really sour." He'd be pretty 
nettled too if someone trampled his garden overnight. "| take it he's 
not always that way?" 


"No, he never used to be so 'sour'’." She uses Braviary's words. "I'm 
not inclined to dispose of secrets about our guild, so | can't say why, 
not like anyone knows but him. | would implore you to tolerate him. 
Rosderade is complicated." 


What's this sudden smell? It's not the scent of food from down the 
hall - this one smells so foul he can nearly taste the bitterness in it. 
Could it be this place reeks of dysfunction or is he simply looking for 
any excuse to stay away? 


Before he can go down another narrow path of belligerent, the 
beckoning call of a dinner bell chimes through the guild. Dinner is, or 
has been prepared for a while. It wasn't just for the people here to 
grab their food, it's also his call to go meet a certain Rattata 


"It's noon." She reads his thoughts. "He'll let you have a quick bite 
afterwards, but don't keep Guildmaster waiting too long. The boy's 
waiting for you too, | am certain." 


He thinks of scurrying down the hall, then stops himself. 
"Might | catch your name real quick?" 


"No. Just call me Froslass." 


The food was supposedly good tonight. It turns out when any 
number of Leppa Berries are baked in an oven, their jaw-breaking 
exterior transforms into something any pokemon could reasonably 
chew through, transforming these otherwise difficult berries into a 
warm crunchy snack. Goes well with bland old leaves. He got a 
peek into the mess hall where inside he can see faces he's met and 
strangers all getting their fill at a long wooden table. Two empty 


seats beg for someone to occupy them. His stomach begs him to 
make the detour, but now wasn't the time, not while Guildmaster 
waits for him. 


After one tap of his talons, the oak door upstairs creaks open to a 
familiar sight. Two chairs, and a desk lording over them. This time 
around there's a blue pokemon already occupying one of those 
chairs, Prinn, more timid than usual. He looks once at the Braviary in 
the door, then shies way from him. Braviary walks over to the other 
seat where he remains standing, looking through the clutter to find 
the Rattata sitting on his paper throne. 


"Don't you wanna take a seat?" the tiny leader implores. 
Braviary shakes his head. 


"Alright then." Rattata speaks. "While you were sleeping in | went 
through a few things with your friend regarding the investigation last 
night, and there's nothing he had to say which Leon didn't cover 
already. While | am thankful for your help in the initial investigation, | 
just need to know a few things from you." 


Braviary exhales a preliminary sigh of disappointment. 
"Sure, don't get too excited." 

Guildmaster's whiskers flicker. 

"Is there something | should be aware of?" 


He didn't want to say it, not in front of somebody who held the keys 
to his bed and to Prinn's future. If he's gonna be the semi-official, far 
more experienced side-kick to Prinn’s mystery-hunting, then he's 
gotta make it seem like he hasn't already lost his mind prior to their 
first adventure. What sort of pokemon shows up on the beach at 
random with several holes pink-pricked into the memory? What sort 
of pokemon would willingly hire that person, yet alone have them do 
any guildwork beyond cleaning up the grounds? 


"Y'all the one who wants to be made aware." Braviary shrugs. "Why 
don't you start asking?" 


That might've come off as rude, but it didn't phase Rattata. 


"I'll cut to the chase then." He examines a note in his puny hands. 
"There are a few things I've neglected to ask you about last night, 
Braviary. So | sent you off early, and instead tasked our bookkeeper 
to run a search on your particular badge.” 


"We keep a considerable amount of information on our neighbours, 
and other guilds across the sea. Even so, she couldn't find any guild 
which has a badge similar to yours." The puny leader leans forward. 
"Does the badge have an associated guild? Where is it, and are you 
or have you ever been part of them?" 


He doesn't have an answer. Here's hoping he doesn't hold against 
him. 


"| think if it had a name you'd have found it for sure, could be an 
"Adventuring Society" or "So and So's Guild", both of which aren't 
specific enough for y'all to find anything about it." Braviary is 
obviously stepping around many details/ "Can't anyone call 
themselves a guild?" 


"You'd be correct. There's nothing holding someone back from 
calling their band of four adventurers a guild, but ‘Guild’ implies the 
existence of multiple Teams in the group and a degree of large- 
scale organisation a few pokemon alone do not have." 


"Right there's your problem. Even if | knew who ran it, you'd have a 
hard time looking for it in the name of one fellow alone." 


"But it would need to be of a size large enough to have their own 
badges," Guildmaster retorts, "a group of that size, pardoning their 
uninspiring name, wouldn't be so hard to find." 


"You're right." 
"So where is this guild, then?" 


Braviary takes a single glance through his memory, and it's like 
trying to look into swampwater. Everything beyond waking up on the 
beach is a bog of vague explorations in nondescript places and a 
terrible sinking sensation looming over all of it. He's not even sure 


he was an explorer. His muscle memory, experience, and general 
wisdom all band together to remind him he could not have gotten 
them elsewhere. So where else could his wing have gone? Did he 
lose it exploring? Why would he have so much scorn for guildies if 
he wasn't one himself at one point? 


He needs some help here, so he looks to Prinn. The kid shuffles in 
his seat, then says something. 


"Maybe he's from somewhere across The Sea? Whatever it's called 
again..." Prinn's doing his best. "That's why you can't find a match in 
your books, he just came from really far away." 


There it is, the segue into the perfect excuse. 


"And if you have this kid out here charting beaches and the ocean 
for you fellows, then | reckon the possibility of me showing up from a 
far off land, unconscious on a beach, is grounds enough for me to 
have no clue about my guild." Braviary takes his shot. "I reckon it's 
much better for you to operate like everyone else is, and act as 
though I'm already part of some guild. | like Keeping my distance." 


"That's fair." Rattata's beady eyes judge him silently. Guildmaster 
sighs. "Are you opposed to doing work in any capacity?" 


Braviary gestures at Prinn. "My partner here isn't." 


"He and | have been working together as long as we know each 
other." Braviary continues. "He handles all the technical stuff, while | 
stay comfortably far away from you guilds. Whatever wage he gets 
from the guild he splits with me, so please, y'all should pay 
adequately for what | assume is him being single-handedly tasked 
with solving your mystery here." 


Okay, so only some of what he said was an outright lie. They have 
been working together for as long as they knew each other, which 
was only for about a day or so. The part about them being 
teammates in any capacity was something he sprung on the kid the 
moment. Prinn can't possibly be expected to do what's asked of him 
all on his lonesome, so what's he going to say, no to the scary bird? 


Prinn says nothing. 


"It sounded like you only just met each other." Guildmaster speaks 
up, "Am | to be mistaken?" 


"We've been working together ever since we found eachother out on 
the beach," Braviary reiterates "it's had to have been a bit." 


"Yeah..." Prinn says, "I don't know how it works for you guys, but 
can't he and | still work together? He just doesn't want to be seen 
with y'all because that might cause problems, so you can pretend he 
isn't, and I'll give him some of what you guys plan to give me. Even 
though we have no idea what guild he came from, it could still be a 
bad look, but | don't have a badge either so we should be okay?" 


"You would be correct." 


Guildmaster takes a deep breath, replacing the note in his hands for 
another scrap of paper near his feet. One pre-planned proposition 
swapping for the other/ 


"There's no written law forbidding me from recruiting someone from 
another guild; there are, however, gentlemanly agreements. | don't 
want to burden my guild members by starting trouble with another 
guild.” 


"Now, onto what you're surely waiting for." Guildmaster claps his 
hands together. "Your partner has been tasked with gathering 
information from Scoria Town regarding any recent shipments of our 
wine to their traders or any evidence pointing towards the identity of 
our midnight burglars. He's been informed of who we ship them to, 
and among other Guild-given rights, is also granted written 
permission by me to look into their stock if he needs to." 


"He is to be given compensation for his work equal to our newer 
recruits, however I've elected to triple his pay for reasons you have 
made very clear to me." Rattata flashes a smirk. "This payment will 
only be provided once the investigation has surfaced substantial 
evidence pointing to a suspect, at least enough to form a bounty. 
This is a three day job starting, and you can sleep here for the time 
being." 


When Guildmaster once again drops a note to take another from the 
surrounding piles, there's a split-second break in the one-sided 
conversation. Braviary speaks up. 


"And let's say, for whatever reason we solve this problem for good?" 
Braviary asks, "What do you reckon then?" 


"You'll be congratulated on a job well done while | fumble to think of 
how to repay you." He says this, of course, assuming this initial dive 
won't turn up miracles. "This is a three day long investigation, 
shorter if you find any actionable evidence." 


"Actionable is a... big word." Prinn stutters. ""You're not going to 
have us get into any fights or something, right?" 


"You're just going into a town to ask some questions, | wouldn't send 
someone as new as you out to get pulverised by bandits." 


Prinn nods, Braviary takes a deep breath. 


This was never his choice to begin with, but Braviary thinks he is in 
a more favorable place than if a tired Braviary had agreed to 
something stupid late last night. He'll see what's gotten this kid all 
shaken up when they're out of here, all he's waiting for now is his 
queue and a bite before he leaves. He gets both when Guildmaster 
waves. 


"You are both dismissed." 


// Fun fact: after going back and editing this stuff | think this is the 
only chapter which broke my own linebreak rules. 


6 - An Afternoon In Scoria Town 


Chapter 6: 6 - An Afternoon In Scoria Town 


Braviary, side by side with his small companion, wanders down the 
forest road. The gaze of the guild's manor fading behind them 
treeline with every step they take, and soon enough they were deep 
within the evergreens to be far away from the Guild's ear. 


A cool breeze shakes through the trees; small flying pokemon sing 
their songs to the forest. It would be a nice moment to take in the 
silence if there wasn't a constant crunching of Leppa Berries.. 


Braviary had the contents of his bowl poured into a big leaf which he 
now carries like a paper bag. He plucks one or two of them every 
once in a while, crunching down the softened up exterior in his beak, 
then swollowing. Repeat again until done. He is taking his time too, 
munching down on the stubborn outside, savouring its sheltered 
interior. 


Braviary temporarily calls an end to his assault on the senses as he 
catches the dour look on Prinn's face. 


"You want some?" he asks. 
"No, | had some before we left." 


"Ah, alright." A crunch rings throughout the forest as he pops 
another berry into his beak. "You look miserable, | just thought you 
were hungry. If you have something to say you can tell me, it ain't 
like the Guild can hear us trashing them from all the way here." 


"What?" Prinn squawks.."They gave us a bed and some breakfast, 
what more do you want?" 


"| didn't ask to work for them." Braviary corrects. 


"But they still didn't have to help you!" 


"Oh they had to, they're investing in me. They want me to stick 
around." Braviary devours another Leppa Berry, then crumbles up 
the leaf and lets the wind carry it off what's left. "All because | have 
some silly thing on my chest they somehow don't have a recipe for 
in the fourty or so bookshelves in there." 


Prinn looks surprised, as if somehow he didn't expect this old timer 
to be able to Read. Maybe he thinks he is a bounty hunter, or a 
muscle of similar position, but if he's just now thinking Braviary might 
be smarter than he looks then Braviary might not be as 
scatterbrained as he thinks. 


It dawns on Prinn like many times before; the steady realisation he'll 
make no headway in this conversation. Prinn is shriveling before his 
eyes, shrinking into a ball with two webbed feet. 


"Sorry." 


A bewildered "huh?" leaves Braviary, followed by a long period of 
silence. 


"Look." Prinn explains, "| shouldn't have dragged you into this, 
okay? | didn't have the Poke to afford a room, even at Garl's. | lied 
okay? So | said what | said to make sure you had somewhere to 
sleep." 


"If you were this broke, you could've told me so." 
"But would you have come along with me?" 
Braviary shakes his head. 


"You did swindle us into getting three days lodging in this place.” It 
sounds better when Braviary puts it this way, makes the boy sound 
smart. "If it didn't come with the caveat of us having to do work for 
them | would congratulate you for being quick on the draw. At the 
same time we wouldn't have been allowed inside last night if | hadn't 
just talked to Leon and ignored your stupid plan." 


The exact nature of Prinn's plan isn't worth repeating, it's a stupid 
one the boy probably made because he thought he was unwanted 
or something. Weren't it for him coaxing Prinn out of his comfy 


brambles, the boy would have never gotten the chance to show the 
guild his worth with his detective work. 


"We seem to have a real funny knack for improvisation. So now that 
we've established we aren't out to screw each other over, how about 
we agree we're at square zero and put a little more faith in 
eachother, alright?" 


Suddenly Braviary Isn't some miserable wanderer. His words are as 
if they were spoken many times before, and bear great authority, 
one which is well earned, and shines like steel. 


Please don't let me down, kid. 
"Alright." Prinn answers. 
Square zero's a nice place for the both of them. 


The color in his feathers fade as they pass the shadow of a large 
tree. His tired, baggy eyes look towards the road to nowhere-town, 
his voice cracks like an oak tree. 


"Now goodness help us if | don't get paid after this..." 


There are so many holes carved into his head. Bits and baubles 
here keep him afloat, while all the missing bits try to drown him. An 
old, amnesiac flying-type with scorn in his heart is the last person a 
newbie like Prinn should be paired with. He almost feels bad for the 
boy. 


When Braviary glances back at Prinn, Prinn looks the other way. 
"Something up kid?" 


"S-Scoria Town isn't far from here." Prinn stutters. "Let's keep going, 
okay?" 


The walk through the woods is calm. No wrong paths this time, no 
hidden roots for them to trip on, just a very clear rhomp down a 
passage the sun reveals as it slices through the canopy. They can 


see the town's grassy roofs in the distance. Beyond Scoria was the 
never-ending stretch of cold black shore which lined the entire coast 
like the sharp edge of a Samurott's sword: The Obsidian Peninsula. 


A few minutes later, they were in the thick of town. Accompanying 
the crisp smell of firewood was the scent of berries drifting through 
the town on a salty breeze. They can hear the chatter of the market 
from four houses away. It was tempting to go straight there, the 
beckoning of fresh berries did not help, however they needed a plan. 
The delights of the market can wait. 


The two pokemon stop themselves near an unoccupied home. Prinn 
dusts off his dandelion cravat, and is first to speak. 


"All we have to do is go around and ask a few pokemon some 
questions." Prinn chuckles, "Shouldn't be too hard, right?" 


"Shouldn't be. One day we're poking around, next might be having 
to chase the bounty of a criminal mastermind. But they ain't gonna 
do that to you, that's too stupid." 


This was all hypothetical of course, Braviary thought, they won't get 
into hot water unless either of them does something utterly stupid. 
This also assumes someone is bold enough to punch two guildies in 
a town under their juristriction. There are always ways for a job to go 
wrong, but as first missions go they've been handed a pretty benign 
gig. It is perfect for them. 


"Don't say anything dumb, and we'd ought to be good." Braviary 
affirms. "Since you actually live here, do you have any idea as to 
where to start looking? Sounded like the Guildmaster wants us to 
check in with whoever handles their wine." 


"Yeah, Psyduck handles it in town. He's Garl's cousin. | bought wine 
from him last night. It won't hurt to ask Garl either, because if any 
suspicious guys came in recently they'd have probably stayed at his 
place." 


Last night there was a second pokemon with Psyduck, the Mienfoo. 
Didn't he see her at the guild just this morning? What's her deal? 


"You remember the pokemon who was with him? | saw her this 
morning in the guild." 


"Eileen?" He chirps in surprise. "She's always around here. What 
about her?" 


"If she's been helping out Psyduck with the Enigma Wine she's gotta 
know something about how it's handled round here. She didn't seem 
happy to see me for some reason. She gave me this real nasty look 
when | saw her earlier." 


"She doesn't like anyone, really. She's always telling people to buzz 
off. Or maybe she just doesn't like me, and you, by association." 
Prinn smirks ruefully. "Y-y"know how | can be sometimes." 


"That | do." 


"When we head back we can always talk to her." Prinn's crossing off 
names on an imaginary clipboard. "Is there anyone else I'm 
forgetting?" 


If Braviary is willing to question pokemon for giving him the side-eye, 
then no pokemon was safe from them. They can afford to waste 
time tying up every possible thread in Scoria Town, they have, what 
three days? He's got permission to question who he wants, and do 
what he wants other than burn the whole town to the ground in order 
to find this thief. 


Bearing this in authority in mind, Braviary has someone to add to 
their list. 


"A fairy-type looking pokemon, a bit over your height." Braviary 
answers. "Pink, fluffy, and looking like they're wearing a mask." 


"An Aromatisse, right?" 


"| think so. Never saw an Aromatisse before. Gonna guess it's a she 
- a merchant?" 


"Probably." Prinn rubs his temple. "Now that you mention it, | think 
she does the paperwork for a couple of them. | really don't see her 
at the town's stalls very often, and when she is out there she's 


usually selling incense." 
"What's a pokemon to do with incense?" 


"| Know there's some that uncle used to use." He measures an 
imaginary object with his flippers. "It came in a little blue burner, and 
had a real sweet and salty smell. It helps with water-type abilities, | 
think. | haven't been in enough fights to really know, not that | plan 
on getting into one anytime soon." 


"Yet you still joined a guild." Braviary's feathers bristle with 
indignation. "What do you think's gonna happen in a couple days; 
say a week or so from now? You're pretty much on the one-way 
track to getting yourself into a wagonload of fights, my friend.” 


"Yeah, but | don't have to think about it for now. We'll worry about it 
some other time. | can defend myself if | have to.." 


Braviary leans towards Prinn. 
"For now." 

Prinn sighs. 

"Yeah, for now." 


In a world crowded by all sorts of adventurers, guilds and other 
organisations who entrust themselves to do what's best for the 
world, Prinn seems to have chosen this nowhere place. No bandits, 
no myths around town, a place nowhere near the size to bring all the 
troubles guild life usually brings. It has to be pretty comfy here, 
perfect for someone who wants to study, Braviary presumes 


"Hey." Prinn snaps. He looks at the older bird with a glint of hope in 
his eyes. "How long have you been an explorer - adventurer, 
whatever you call yourself?" 


This was a treacherous trail of thought, one fraught with gaping 
holes in his memory and smeared in bitterness. Braviary groans. 


"I'm experienced enough to never want to get into guild things." 


Braviary's pettiness ran deep. It was too real; too voracious for it to 
be a simple grudge. 


"Why, is there something you wanna know about me? Want to see 
my record? This badge might have the answers for us, but I've 
already asked Froslass to look into it. You'll have to wait for her 
results. That's if she finds anything." 


"Oh that'd be nice," Prinn smiles, "but what | wanna know is if you've 
done a lot of fighting. You know you look like it, that's all, and aren't 
braviary kinda known to be really big fighters?" 


"We are?" 
"Yes...2" 


"And it's because I'm some braviary you think I'm a fighter who has 
travelled the lands, scarred from battle after battle?" 


Okay, he's just cramming words into the kid's mouth now. 
"| said nothing of that sort, sir" 


"Okay then! Then do you think I'm a disgruntled coot looking to pass 
down his fighting skills on some youngin?" 


"| hope you are, | also hope you're not just pulling my leg.." 
"Then can | let you in on another secret?" 


There's no pause this time. Nothing can haunt him in a way the 
mental image of a poor Lucario does now. Prinn looks ready, he 
knows the game now. 


"Sure." 


"I'm not even sure how | lost this." Braviary gives his left side a 
shake. He feels the phantom wing flap in the wind. "And besides, | 
don't think | can train you without smearing you across the ground 
like Oran Jelly over bread. | think my age has finally convinced me 
to treat everything like a real threat whether it is or not. Look for 
another water pokemon to spar with, at least it won't sting as much." 


"What if | got some Reviver Seeds?" Prinn implores, "Just to be 
safe, just So we can go a round or two?" 


Reviver Seeds were always handy to have for any pokemon: one 
quick pop of those and it'll get a pokemon back on their feet in 
seconds. Potent stuff, perfect for the adventurer who puts his life on 
the line every other job. In theory; a pokemon could absolutely use a 
few to keep a sparring match going for as long as they had the coin. 
But if Prinn's going to throw his well-earned coinage on Reviver 
seeds, then h better not waste such valued medicine on a pointless 
slug-fest. Prinn's likely planning to nab a few seeds with his money 
anyways, just in case - just to be safe. 


So he may as well give Prinn something to look forward to. Who 
knows? It might even be cathartic, a good workout. 


"lf that's what you wanna waste your coin on, be my guest." Braviary 
gestures towards the plaza where the song of commerce roars on. 
"Investigation first, got it?" 


Prinn nods, Braviary keeps rambling. 


"Now the sooner we get this wrapped up, the sooner | get to show 
you how much they mark up Reviver Seeds in these sorta towns." 


Wooden carts rocking on rickety wheels, crates and barrels being 
lugged on the shoulders of large pokemon, and the murmur of 
several conversions combined to form a cacophonous noise which 
blankets all of Scoria Town. The paltry showing last night barely 
compared to the rabble of town square at peak hour. It's like a whole 
market constructed itself overnight! Where there were empty lots 
before, several collapsible tents are now set up alongside an equal 
number of roofed caravans; telltale signs of travelling merchants. 


Why ever live in this coastal town when you can roll up every other 
day to churn out the same amount of profit without all the dreariness 
of living so removed from anywhere else? 


Most of the stalls were food stalls from berry-farms across the 


continent, each specialising in specific varieties of produce. He can 
see a couple of craftsmen vending tools and a variety of sentimental 
junk, and overhears a lot of chatter about Calico Town, Scoria's 
closest guild-run neighbour. They got a lay of the market very 
quickly, but even as they set their eyes on a psyduck next to a 
mountain of barrels Prinn was still on the search. What is the kid 
looking for? 


He follows Prinn's head with his eyes. All he sees are the 
aforementioned shops, nothing particularly worthwhile other than a 
food stall taking up the lot where the Aromatisse was supposed to 
be, but it wasn't even her absence which got Prinn in such a stir. 
Then it hits. 


There's no adventurer supplies! No medicinal shoppes, no rations, 
no equipment nor orb peddlers, there's absolutely nothing here for a 
guildmate. This was a guild town, wasn't it? Unless the Scholars 
have complete control over incoming trade so they can take as they 
please, which they most certainly don't, then this place should be 
brimming with folks looking to profit off them. Are the scholars 
seriously this new? Something's off. 


Prinn tugs on Braviary's ragged garb, steering his big head to the 
general vicinity of Psyduck. The pokemon who was dozing off in his 
rocking chair is awoken by the sudden sight of two pokemon rolling 
up to their store. Psyduk scrambles to meet them behind the 
wooden stall. 


"What can | do for you two?" Psyduck puts on a weary smile. 


"We ain't here to buy if that's what you're thinking.” Braviary 
grumbles. "We can get what you got here at the Guild for half the 
price anyways." 


"Huh?" Psyduck squints at him, then at his badge. "Oh... are you 
part of the Scholar's or somewhere else? | didn't think they had 
badges..." 


"You could say, yeah..." Prinn chimes, "There's been a problem with 
their wine, and we're here to look into it." 


A gulp slithers down Psyduck's fatty throat as dread kicks in. They 
really didn't need to say a darn thing and he looks like he's about to 
get onto his stubby knees to grovel. 


"Hold it, we're not here to hurt anyone. I'm pretty sure you'll only be 
in trouble if you refuse to cooperate." Braviary glances back at Prinn 
who nods approvingly. "Tell us what happened, hand me a bottle, 
and we'll be on our way." 


Alright, Prinn maybe wasn't okay with the bottle bit, but Braviary has 
too much momentum for Prinn to stop him. Prinn's made to watch 
Psyduck fumble behind the countertop then forfeit a bottle to the 
grifter. Braviary holds it close to his chest, proud of his victory over a 
terrified shopkeep. 


"We haven't had any problems on me and Garl's end." Psyduck 
begins to explain. "You know how much we value our friendship with 
the guild, so we always keep a firm eye on the stuff, and only roll it 

out here when the traders come through. Same as it's always been. 


"You're not aware of the break-in, then?" Prinn asks. 
"W-wat break-in?" 


"It was last night, sometime after the boy got a bottle off of you and 
Eileen here." Braviary elaborates. "Prinn managed to make a 
timeframe for the robbery. It had to have happened an hour after 
they close their library, after the groundskeeper locks up their 
storehouse, but before the guildmaster does his own spotting." 


"So we kinda have a reason to think it's pre, uh... premeditated." 
Prinn takes a moment to find his words. "I think it had to be 
somebody who was here long enough to know the Scholar's 
schedule, or heck, were part of the guild themselves." 


Braviary nods. 


"We found the lock to the stores on the ground, bent like a spoon 
with no signs a fire-type had melted through it. Prinn and | reckon a 
fighting-type with decent enough training could've done it." 
Braviary's long shadow is cast over the yellow pokemon as he leans 


over the storefront. "Tell me, does a fighting-type who's worked with 
the guild ring any bells?" 


"You're not saying Eileen did that right?" Poor Psyduck is rattling. 
"She couldn't have, not unless she's way faster than she looks. She 
left after you guys did, please leave her out of this." 


"| didn't say anything like that, friend. Why do you reckon | should 
keep her outta this? If she's got anything to do with the guild, they're 
gonna drag her into this investigation one way or another." 


Something is up with the girl, this kindly pokemon couldn't bring 
himself to bring more onto her plate. This was an investigation 
however, it's likely he knows if he didn't comply there he was gonna 
be in a lot more trouble than anything they could possibly do to the 
Mienfoo. So like a child playing with a toy, he relents, and forks the 
information over. Not before he let them both know he wasn't all too 
happy to do so. 


"Alright! She's been worried recently about her family. | don't know 
what's the deal because it's not my business, not even my cousin's 
or the guild's." Psyduck warbles, "| know she's not from around here, 
and she gets mail by Pelipper every week or two from her family. 
Lately she's been worried about them, and | don't know why." 


"| wasn't aware Pelipper Post goes as far as Scoria Town," Prinn 
sounds legitimately surprised, "I thought Murkrow Mail handled all 
that stuff around here." 


"If you want things done long distance and you got the coin for it, 
Pelipper is never out of the question." Psyduck answers. 


The talk has begun to go through one of Braviary's ears then out the 
other, but he still feels like he's learned something. Pelippers are the 
big shots, Murkrow are likely a thing exclusive to their region. He 
knows Murkrow are nocturnal pokemon, and this area's called the 
Dusk Continent for some reason. 


"Any reason why y'all choose Murkrow over Pelipper?" Braviary 
asks. "Sounds like the latter can probably do more deliveries and 
bigger things." 


"Well it's not all Murkrow, there's some Noctowl who handle the 
bigger deliveries." Prinn answers for Psyduck. "Sun sets earlier in 
this continent, so a Murkrow has more time to make deliveries than 
a Pelipper. | think it evens out at some point, but I'm really not a 
numbers pokemon." 


"Is your Braviary friend from abroad?" 


"| can hear you.” Braviary blurts. "And yes, | ain't from around here. 
Now the boy and | are gonna head to Garl's, so if you have 
something to say about strange things happening to your supplies 
then you'd better say it now." 


Silence. Psyduck wobbles backwards as he drops down into his 
rocking chair. The pathetic, wooden construct lets out a squeal as 
he begins to row back and forth, head to the ground, eyes partly 
closed. 


"Come on, | think we got enough." 


Prinn points his flipper in the direction of a two-story abode which 
rests across the plaza. A placard above its swing doors reads 
"Golduck Inn" 


For a moment Bravairy thought Prinn's comments yesterday about 
this being a nowhere-town were severely understated, this inn's 
practically empty! The three visitors who are here sat in the furthest 
possible corner away from all the Plaza's noise. A bisharp, their 
pawniard and an out of place combusken. They must be merchants 
who came in with the rest of the carts. When the duo passes 
through the swing doors they get some weird looks from the booth, 
then it's back to chattering among themselves. 


The inn, barring the lattice windows and sea-themed reliefs, looks 
quite unremarkable. This place wasn't the money maker, the barrels 
on the other side of the street made all the cash. They see a bipedal 
blue pokemon behind the barside who greets them with a grin anda 
wave of his webbed hand. Braviary moseys up to the bar, and Prinn 
flops down on the closest stool. 


"Garl, right?" Braviary asks. 


"Yes, owner of this little establishment and a proud distributor of 
Enigma Wine." He motions to a small window behind the bar, behind 
which is a clear view of their stall on the other side of the plaza. 
"Looks like you gave Psyduck a good talking to, is there anything | 
can help you with?" 


Whether this is just Garl's business face, or his experience with 
guilds showing through his confidence, any professionalism after 
Psyduck fumbling everywhere was a welcomed pace. Prinn 
breathes a sigh of relief knowing there's little way Braviary could 
swindle his way into Garl's pockets. 


"The guild had gotten robbed last night. We have reason to think it 
was a fighting-type, and whoever did it had knowledge of the guild, 
or of how the wine's handled around here." Braviary says, "It made 
sense to ask you if something had been off recently." 


"A burglary on guild grounds. You'd think if they had just wanted a 
drink they'd have stolen it from the cellar under here..." Garl 
scratches his chin. "Pretty odd if you ask me, but we haven't noticed 
anything off with our own supplies. They're typically safe where they 
are, it's when they leave Scoria Town when problems crop up." 


He stops mid-conversation and raises an eyebrow at Prinn. 
"Did the Guildmaster send you?" 

"Yeup. He told us to see you in particular." 

Braviary nods. 


"It didn't hurt to ask." Garl laughs it off. "So does this mean you're 
officially a scholar now, Prinn? Or do they still have you going 
through the ringer? And what's this new person?" 


"No, I'm not yet." He points to the flying-type standing to his left, 
proud. "But this is Braviary, a fellow | met yesterday. Found him 
sleeping on a beach!" 


Golduck's cheeks turn red with restrained laughter. Was it some 
kind of guild euphemism for stringing people along? Who knows at 
this point? 


"| don't get it." Braviary grumbles. 


"There's just a lot of bar tales which begin with stumbling onto 
strangers snoozing in places they shouldn't be. It's a bit like a guild 
way of saying you just bumped into someone one day, | should 
know, I've said the exact same thing at least a hundred times." Garl 
waves towards Braviary. "I thought you'd have something funny to 
add, unless..." 


Prinn gives the barkeep a gaze. Turns out he was actually found 
asleep in the middle of nowhere, on a beach, no recollection of who 
he was. 


"Oh that's - that's something. Huh..." 


The winds were taken out of Garl's sails. After years of guildwork 
someone said it, and it wasn't a joke. He's got a look of disbelief one 
only wears when they're told they're just won the county draw. 
What's he gonna say now? Is he gonna call Prinn a liar? Say it ain't 
true to the water-type's plucky face? 


"Is this true?" Garl claws at Braviary for answers. "Did Prinn here 
really just happen to cross you? Did you just wake up there, in the 
middle of nowhere, out on the beach?" 


"The boy isn't lying. | don't see what's gotten you in a bind though. | 
reckon stranger things have happened before." 


"Said strange things usually coincide with a pokemon being found 
out in the middle of nowhere. At least, that's what all the Guild 
stories say." Golduck pours himself a drink from the winerack behind 
him, and takes one big gulp from a solid brass tankard. "Call me one 
of the luckiest pokemon alive, because I'll have won at least five 
bets if any of this is true." 


Golduck has clearly caught on to the drifter's confusion at this point. 
He looks under the bar and delves through his cupboards. A brown 
glass bottle clinks onto the counter. Its cork topper is sealed with a 
patch of green wax. Inside several chunks of berries can be seen 
afloat in a syrupy broth. It immediately evokes the sensation of 
hardy travails and debilitating battles. This is a max elixir, a guildie's 


solution for the exhaustion brought on by executing one too many 
techniques - an absolute necessity for long hauls. 


"| don't picture myself needing to go out after | mail some old friends 
of mine about the news, not for a few months. | have no idea if you 
two plan to head out, but | felt | owed you a little something." 


Braviary takes it, gives the bottle a shake, and watches as the 
chunks inside it whirl around like grain in a sandstorm. This is the 
second time today he's gotten a freebie off of someone. Maybe 
being a scholar isn't too bad if everyone's gonna be giving him 
handouts like this. 


It's not like a drifter pestering a few pokemon for freebies is going to 
burn a guild's reputation to the ground. If anything is gonna doom 
his possible guild career, it's his attitude. Having an outlook like his 
on the Dusk Continent or any place where guild-types span every 
corner will inevitably land them in hot water no matter what happens. 


Braviary slides the flask over to Prinn. There is enough room for him 
to stuff it with the rest of his things inside his tube. 


“Thanks. Can we get back on track now?" Braviary taps the hickory 
counter. "You seem certain nothing's gone wrong on your end, so 
how about everyone else? Do you ship this stuff anywhere else? 
Any oddballs staying here as of late, fighting types in particular?" 


"I'm not at liberty to give you a full list of everyone who's had a room 
in the last few weeks. It's too much to memorize, and | respect my 
customers' privacy, you hear? | can tell you no fighting-type has 
stayed here in the last week other than the mienfoo girl. This isn't 
about her, though." 


Clearly there was something about her which the two water-types 
knew about. But what do they expect these investigators to do, not 
ask her questions? Any nugget of information, even confirmation 
she has nothing to do with what's gone down was a step closer to 
finding who did this. 


"What you wanna know is how we handle the wine around here. 
You probably know me and my cousin store the stuff, are the town's 


vendors, but we also handle its distribution to other towns. Once it 
leaves Scoria Town though it's out of our hands. So if there's been 
any unusual activity, a caravaner would know." 


Wasn't Leon part of them at one point? Didn't he handle wine as 
well? A former guard like him would possess knowledge of the 
movers and shakers, and know plenty more about robberies than 
Prinn's rumours about bandits in the night. There is no telling if Leon 
would take part in the investigation itself, but he was a trove of 
information waiting to be opened the moment they got back. 


"Can you point us towards them?" Prinn asks, "There's a lot of 
people out there, can't tell caravaners from the travelling traders, 
and the travelling traders from the regular old traders." 


"Don't worry, it's something you'll get an eye for. You won't find her 
though, she left two or so hours ago. She didn't seem bothered by 
the bandit rumours up until this morning, which | thought was 
strange at the time. | guess someone in the guild must have tipped 
her off." 


"Probably Leon, or maybe the guildmaster. Makes sense they'd 
wanna warn the fellows handling distribution." Braviary looks to his 
partner, "What do you think, kid?" 


"You're probably right." Prinn taps the barside. "What about this 
trader anyways, where did she go?" 


"Where else? Down to Calico Town to give the guild over there their 
order. She's a fairy-type if you happen to cross by her, purple-pink, 
and very fluffy.” 


Looks like Braviary won't be talking to her after all! Gone like the 
wind. 


"Aromatisse, right?" 
Garl gives a thumbs up. 


"She doesn't give out her name, confidentially and all that. | know 
her family's been in the merchant business for a really long time. | 
guess she must've gotten tired of this place and used this week's 


order as an excuse to hop towns for a bit." Garl goes on. "I may not 
know her well, but I'm sure someone in the mansion does. The 
Scholars never pick any merchant off the street to handle their wine 
- they might vouch for her." 


Garl takes another long swig of his tankard. 


"So, run me through this. Stop me if | get anything wrong.” Braviary 
clears his throat. "It seems to me like the second the wine's carted 
out of town, it's no longer guild business. It's something only the 
guild makes, so they got anyone who likes this stuff feeding out the 
palm of their hand. Given there's a whole seering trick you can do to 
test Pokemon with it, Guilds rather much prefer this Enigma-stuff." 


The barkeep hasn't said anything yet, but Prinn is listening to him 
intently. The Boy waits for his moment to lend Braviary a hand. 


"So it's always in demand, and there's only one way to get it.” 


"It'd be like Reviver Seeds, right?" Prinn adds on. "The guild can 

price the wine however they want. But if you, a thief, got your hands 
on a bunch of this stuff you can probably sell it for half the price, and 
make a bounty's worth of coin. And who's to blame if that happens?" 


"The guild wouldn't suck up," Braviary elaborates, "they'd place all 
that blame on the poor caravanner delivering the goodies. So let's 
say | was a caravanner and the guild didn't help me at all..." 


"You'd probably know how they handle their wine, and you'd really 
want to get back at them, and make 'em hurt." Braviary motions 
towards the barrels across the street. " A smart fellow like you'd go 
straight for their sweet money maker.." 


A mental image of a disgruntled trader begins to form, one with hired 
muscle, perhaps even from a different Guild who didn't quite like 
Scholar's stranglehold of this type of wine. Get the barrels, flip them 
for chump change, and use this to bully the Scholar's into giving 
other guilds a better deal next time. Do this however many times it 
takes for the Scholars to be sufficiently harassed, then make off 
having made a hole in the guild's pockets big enough to last the next 
century. 


Braviary looks out to the plaza, past the highways leading into 
Scoria, to Calico Town miles away from their own. His back won't 
appreciate it, but a walk won't kill him. 


"| think this is enough questions for now, Prinn?" 


"Yeah, more than enough. Really didn't think we'd find anything, but 
I'm all for surprises!" 


Surprises which surely don't involve duking it out with several other 
pokemon. Braviary steps away from the bar. 


"We'd best head back to the guild, then." 
"And after that?" 
"A trip to Calico Town." 


Trepidation sits on the boy's beak and makes it clack in anticipation. 
A trip? So soon? Weren't they only supposed to ask the town some 
questions? 


Prinn swallows his fear. They have to do this. At least they could try 
their luck with the Merchants from Calico Town for the guildie 
supplies they're in a sore need of. 


"Alright. Let's go." Before Prinn slips off the barstool, he swerves 
and smiles at the water-type. "And thanks, It means a bunch." 


"Anytime! You two stay safe out there." 


7 - An Evening at the Guild 


Chapter 7: 7 - An Evening at the Guild 


Despite its reputation as the book-nerd guild, most of its members 
can't be bothered to use the library. Froslass is the only pokemon in 
this guild with enough time to thumb through every fairytale and 
logbook adventurers dump into the catalogue. Theoretically with all 
the knowledge she has; if she was ever put on a bounty she might 
outright wipe out all crime on the Dusk Continent. No one will ever 
know because she's happy where she is. 


She has all the dividends one could ask for: no time limits, no 
danger to speak of except for the occasional freak accident, anda 
whole place to more or less to call her own. It seems like her place 
sure beats working around the clock to turn in criminals or find 
pokemon who've fallen into caverns. It probably even pays better. 


There is one shelf Leon and everyone uses: one housing everything 
important to the adventurer. Quick references on applications for 
berries; methods of handling troublesome pokemon; threadbare 
knowledge about the world's strangest places (because relying on 
elaborate prose mid-dungeon was proven to be the end of 
adventures prior); and visual guides an utter newbie can follow. 
These were the ones which matter to the guild's members. The rest 
of the library may as well not exist. 


With nothing else to do at this moment, Leon and a belligerent 
Roserade hit the books. Leon browses through the shelf of guild go- 
to's while Roserade sat on the couches nearby, crossing his rose- 
cuffed hands. 


A primer on dungeon tools calls to Leon this afternoon. The 
particular page was all about how to organize one's pack. It goes on 
about which items should be placed at the top, what others should 
be carried on the person rather than inside a satchel. All things he 
should know already but he's yet to put it to use on a real job. 


"What do you think, Leon?" Roserade disturbs the peace. "A week, 


a month?" 


Leon slides a bookmark on his page, closes the book, and crams it 
with the rest of its friends. 


"The last time you made a bet with me, you went without Sitrus for a 
week and hated it." Leon looks back. "What's changed? 


"Nothing." Roserade sighs. "I would just like to know how long you 
think Guildmaster's gonna keep those new bloods in here. It's not 
like him to allow any ordinary idiot into our guild, especially those 
who show up to our doors at dead-'o'clock moments after a break 
in." 


"Don't you find their arrival weird?" The flower raises an eyebrow. "A 
little suspicious even?" 


It was convenient, yes. Suspicious? Not as much as Roserade 
probably thinks it is. lf anyone's gonna screw over the guild, it is not 
going to be the suck-up from downtown who has spent the last few 
months of his life trying to get in their door. The answer should be 
obvious to everyone. 


"Prinn can be a little much, but | think Guildmaster was about to 
bring him on board anyways." Leon's tail flicks. "| don't care if he's 
skipped a few steps." 


"And what about the bird?" 


"He's got a badge." Leon shrugs. "Him and Prinn are a package it 
looks like - can't have one without the other." 


It was understood adventurers worked in pairs, sometimes trios. 
Parties any bigger than four were a rare case. They work better, and 
safer this way. Leon can't say he knows how long Braviary has been 
with Prinn. They claim they've been together for "as long as they've 
known each other", whatever that's supposed to mean. 


"And what's someone with a badge doing signing up with us?" 


"He may have the badge just as a token, a conversation piece. If | 
worked so hard to get my badge I'd sooner hurl a Shadow Ball at my 


guildmaster than fork it over." 
"As if we'll ever get badges." Roserade Laments. 
"We will." says a third voice. 


A cool breeze sweeps over Leon as the resident library ghost 
emerges from behind the bookshelf. She goes on without even 
apologising, scares are to be expected. 


"Braviary is our first lead in a long while. Now we have a chance for 
us to look at one close up, to understand how it works and if it's 
replicable with our resources." Froslass turns to Roserade. "That's 
why he's here." 


"Okay..." Roserade shrugs, "so we learn a thing or two then what?" 


"It would be the Guildmaster's decision." She answers the grass- 
type. "Should it content you to know, he requested | perform a 
background check on our new acquaintance. 


"And the whole morning | searched the books to find anything which 
may connect him to an obscure guild someplace far away only to 
come up empty handed." Froslass continues. "There's no stray 
mention of a hatted Braviary in our books on other guilds, nor do any 
of their badges match his. He's truly remarkable as to leave me 
completely dumbfounded for once. | don't believe for a moment he 
himself knows his homeland or his guild." 


"Sounds like a facade." Roserade grumbles. 


"It's not a very good one if we can see through it." Leon speaks. 
"Where does someone like him come from? He looks like he came 
straight from the Sand Continent, but why would someone from 
there come this way? The Sand Continent's not exactly our grassy 
neighbour." 


"Can you see why | don't want him around?" Roserade answers. "| 
don't like it when | can't tell whether or not my own guildmates are 
telling me the truth. There's enough bad blood around these parts as 
is." 


"Just because he doesn't know-" 


"- doesn't mean he's not playing into it." Roserade completes 
Froslass' sentence for her. "He could be playing stupid, pulling the 
wool over all of our eyes. How did anyone find this dunce?" 


"Unconscious on a beach." Leon answers. 
"You can't be-" 


Before the swears roll out of Roserade's mouth Leon shushes him. 
Prinn's too nice to be a liar. Those myths everyone knows about 
need to have some semblance of truth to them, right? They can't all 
be total fabrications. Stories began from somewhere no matter how 
embellished they become. What better place to wonder about tall 
tales than in a guild's vast library? 


"Froslass, are you done looking into him?" Leon speaks up. "Do you 
have anything else you need to do?" 


Froslass shakes her head. 


"There's a thirty percent cut of my next job on the table if you feel 
like reading stories of mysterious pokemon who show up to guilds 
out of nowhere. Because if anything about them is remotely similar 
to Prinn's friend, then maybe something might be up here." 


Time is a commodity ghost-types have in droves. There is nobody 
else in the guild who was willing to waste such time, Froslass 
seemingly knows this, and she laughs at the Smeargle's proposal." 


"Make it worth it for me. Forty percent, no lower." 
"Deal." 


Leon extends a hand, and she shakes it with her tiny cold hands. 
Roserade laughs from a distance. 


"Your loss, Leon." 


Thanks to Prinn's chirping, Braviary learned there's about three 
places to be in the guild: the Archive, the mess hall, and the 
gardens. There is a fourth in the form of the amphitheatre, but it is 
more of an extension of the mess hall rather than its own place. In 
any other guild the amphitheatre would be in ruins from all the 
training, but these people were scholars and explorers, not battlers. 


They check the mess hall first. The massive table spanning the 
room is utterly empty; the kitchen silent. It was sometime between 
lunch and the end of the day meals, why would anyone be here? It's 
pretty obvious what Prinn actually cares about.. 


"| don't know what we expected.” Prinn speaks. "You wanna check 
outside?" 


This isn't a question, this is a demand. Braviary knows what's out 
those doors. He is walking straight into Prinn's training trap, is he? 


"Check behind those curtains, maybe some little fella's hiding there." 
Braviary combs through the room "Or the kitchen if you're hungry. 
How long do you reckon until the guild's next meal?" 


"Maybe two, three hours? They usually have it at sundown for the 
late arrivals." 


At least they look out for their explorers, that's good. 


Light momentarily bursts into the room as Prinn flicks up the curtains 
on his way to the doors. Either Braviary follows him to where he will 
absolutely pester him about battles, or he stays here and allows this 
kid to handle the investigation. No way. Prinn will likely get thrashed 
for asking far too many questions. Braviary begrudgingly follows 
him. 


Outside four stone rings of various sizes and heights surround a flat 
circular plinth. It may not hold as many pokemon as it should, but 
these seats are meant for guild members from all walks of life; the 
only thing it is missing is a huge bowl for all the water-bound folks to 
watch from. 


Maybe it is not a perfect place to fight, but it was wide open and the 


guild's services were only a few steps away if two battlers took it too 
far. So long as nobody fires a devastating Hyper Beam at the 
Guildmaster's office, then it's a swell place for two adventurers to 
have a friendly match. 


But they couldn't have a match even if they wanted to, as it's 
occupied by a little yellow and pinkish pokemon sitting next to the 
stage. Eileen's staring down at a piece of paper in her hands.. 


"Eileen!" 


The paper nearly flies from her hand when Prinn shouts from the 
kitchen door. She hurriedly stuffs it into a satchel she was sitting on. 


"Wh-why are you here?" 


Prinn skips down to greet her; Braviary drags himself along. When 
Prinn sits himself down the varying heights of the seating make 
them all level. She looks flustered. 


"What's the matter? Didn't you already know?" Prinn smiles, "I'm 
partly a member of the scholar's now!" 


"This is good news, | guess?" She stutters. "Congratulations? What 
are they having you do?" 


"An investigation!" 


"Oh, about last night? No wonder | didn't hear about you, everyone 
was talking about the burglary, not the little fellow who just joined." 


She avoids eye contact, and just waves to the one winged drunk. 
"Who's this?" 


Before Prinn can introduce him, Braviary steps in. He clears his 
throat, and dusts his poncho out of habit. 


"Call me Braviary. It's a long story, but at the end of the day your 
guildmaster put us up to the task and we owe it to the little fella to 
get to the bottom of this. Are you a member of the guild?" 


"Yes, yes |am. Newest member," The Mienfoo gestures at Prinn, 
"previously newest." 


She takes a moment to straighten herself. 


"Got anything else you wanna tell before we get into it?" Braviary 
asks. "Like maybe why are you out here?" 


"I'm not a suspect, am |?" 


They look between each other. Is she? What do they possibly have 
to go off of other than the suspected typing of the culprit, supposed 
mail trouble, a mean look? With any luck they'll find no connection 
between her and the thief, so she'll be able to sleep peacefully at 
night Knowing the worst thing to happen today was this little blue 
twerp joining her guild. Braviary thinks of the first question on his 
mind. 


"Y'all good at battling?" 


"| like to think I'm a bit above average, my father was pretty good at 
it." She speaks monotonely. "Lycanroc helps me train, but we don't 
get as much fighting in as we should. My typing makes it difficult. | 
don't want to accidentally hurt him" 


"Like how recently?" Prinn says, "I thought about training out here 
ever since | laid eyes on it. It's a big, wide area, perfect for battling.” 


"It's not perfect. The shores would be better." 
She shuts her eyes, and so does he. 


He hears it suddenly, waves roar as they crash onto a black shore; 
glacial winds blowing in the north. He swears he can feel the salty 
air burn his nostrils. It's awful, disorientating even, but she must see 
something in this place. 


Things would be different if he hadn't awakened here dazed and 
confused. Perhaps, if he were still sane, he may be able to see the 
beauty of Scoria Town if he came to this town out of choice - like 
everyone else in this guild. 


You could never be one of them. The intrinsic something pulls him 
away from the beach, back into reality. 


"But..." she continues, "we haven't had a match in days. I've been 
busy carrying barrels all day, he's been busy doing silly little errands 
for Guildmaster. He says my job will help me build strength. | don't 
see what he's on about, I'm never gonna get into a fight with wine 
barrels." 


She smirks for a split second. 

Braviary is the only one who doesn't chuckle at this. 
"You're still making coins, right?" Braviary asks. 
"Yeah?" 


"Then it's worth your time. What are you doing out here if Lycanroc's 
gone?" 


"Being alone." 


She twiddles her fingers, They look wrong without the paper 
between them. Psyduck's testimony paints a very clear picture of 
what's going on here: a guildie away from their family worrying sick 
about mail she hid away. This was personal. Braviary is in no place 
to demand to read through her matters, but if she can give them any 
sort of clue, it would be invaluable. 


Does he just ask for it? How does one tell someone to spill their 
poorly hidden secrets out into the world? Prinn's looking at him. 
Braviary takes one big step backwards then lets Prinn handle this 
one of two ways, poorly, or not so poorly. 


"Look, um, Eileen..." Prinn's feathers bristle with anxiety. "Me saying 
you're not in trouble won't make things feel better, but that's the 
truth. | don't think you are, okay?" 


Okay, not bad so far. Prinn sounds like he's picking his words much 
slower than usual. 


"| don't know what things are like for you, I'm not sure if we're really 


all that big friends." Prinn slows even more. "Pysduck said to keep 
you out of this and that's what we're gonna do, okay? We're just 
thinking a fighting-type could have been the burglar, and he said you 
were worried about something. Just tell us what it is. | promise I'll 
keep true to Psyduck and you." 


Her tiny, black leap between the well-meaning water-type and the 
Braviary in the distance. She seems fixed on the bird, then darts 
away, as whatever was on her mind is shoved away to make room 
for him. 


"He's not -" Braviary swears he hears her whisper. 
"Prinn, you know my dad, right?" 
"| never met him. You just said he's a good battler." 


"Dad was big in another guild, the one in Calico. My mom was in the 
same guild at some point but it's not something she mentions 
anymore. She didn't want me to join one. It's personal and not that 
fun to talk about." 


She stares at them in silence, expecting them to say something but 
there's nary a peep. Everyone's waiting for more from her. Eileen 
clasps her fingers together. 


"Look, eh - my only way of keeping in touch with her at all is through 
Murkrow. But she's just been asking more things about the guild 
recently. It's weird because she moved on from all the stuff about 
me joining this guild, she never ever asks about the scholars, she 
only ever told me to keep away from here." 


"Wouldn't blame her." Braviary suddenly laughs. "Guild life's a bit 
much for some people. Not every pokemon out there is cut out for it, 
but it's the only avenue some folks have to stay afloat. They make 
your food, they give you a roof, they control your pay. It's all nice 
until you think about leaving, then you realise you've been trapped 
ever since they gave you their shiny little badge." 


Prinn's not alone for once, both pokemon listen to the sudden vitriol 
in gawking silence. Even he, the one spouting all this nonsense, 


doesn't know where it's coming from. The next few seconds go on 
for an hour, then. 


"You sound a lot like her." 


A tremble, and a sigh, Eileen sounds utterly drained. Braviary got all 
they could get from her. It's best to leave this alone. They'll just have 
to accept the information given to them - there is no reality where 
she coughs up the letter. 


Prinn quietly slides off his seat, and Braviary follows him to the mess 
hall. She deserves to be let be. 


Beyond the door they hear the rumble of the kitchen, dinner was 
being prepared, and with it meant night was fast approaching. The 
moon would soon settle behind the treetops, Froslass will lock the 
library away, and whoever is on ground duty will sweep through the 
guild and lock up their wine stores. The guildmaster will do a second 
look from his window, then everyone will go asleep in their cramped 
little rooms. 


It is interesting, he thinks, that this whole investigation spawned 
solely out of someone trying to steal some guild's drinks. Important 
drinks, but still drinks. It's a weird way to attack a guild, impossible 
unless they knew the guild's schedule, and their relationship with the 
local traders. Said pokemon could be anybody, yet their eyes 
remained squarely on Eileen. She may have not done this, but she 
still played a role in it. Someone is using her for information. 


The big question of course, was who? Up until now there were two 
very easy explanations: someone with a grudge, a vexed ex-trader 
who got dealt the short end of the stick, or a criminal off to make 
money. They are facing the very real possibility this girl or her family 
just may well be responsible. A guild can recover from a hole in their 
pocket - what about repairing burned bridges? 


Whether this is Braviary's experience or contempt speaking, he's 
been unable to separate the two since the beach. Goes to show how 
little he knows of him, himself, and this strange continent. 


"Hey are you okay? You went off again..." 


Prinn's at the door with him, waiting for Braviary to step inside, 
perhaps a bit afraid to go run into whomever might be in the mess 
hall 


"| think i'll be," he answers, "I just had a thought, I'll tell you once we 
have all our Psyduck in a row; preferably while we're still not in 
possible eyeshot of your... friend back there?" 


"Friend." Prinn nods. "Yeah. .friend." 

"Just your friend, so what got you so nervous then?" 
Prinn shrugs. 

Yeah, okay kid . No unrequited feelings to be seen here. 


Braviary pushes open the door. Accompanying the storm being 
brewed into the kitchen is a familiar face from across the table: 
Leon, sat alone with a bowl of assorted berries. Taking up the seat 
nearest to him is a large bag made from a guild-green canvass, its 
contents unknown, but there's enough in it to keep upright. It is hard 
to tell if he's happy to see them. 


"Evening. " He bites into a bright red berry, "Anything new since last 
night?" 


Over to the right they can see the guild's chef through the kitchen 
window: Metang. Their huge metal hands can barely work the pans 
they've been given as they whip the kitchen into the storm. 


"Oh yeah, a little bit!" Prinn glances back at the door. "We'd just 
back from talking to Eileen about some of it. I'd say we have a good 
idea of where to go." 


"Huh like where?" 
"Like, erm..." 


"Calico town of course!" Prinn gets it out. "Yeah - you remember 
those rumours of bandits, Leon? We figure it's the same group who 
went after the wine and the last shipment of it left before news about 
the break-in reached Scoria. The lady in charge of the shipment was 


headed right over there!" 


"You gotta be kidding me!" The kitchen stops when Leon shouts. 
"Did nobody tell the runners what happened last night?" 


There's no way they were the only pokemon to head to town and tell 
folks about this, right? 


"I sure hope not.” Braviary speaks. "Garl was the only fellow down 
there who knew what went down. The only other pokemon we 
brought it up with was darned surprised to hear the guild got 
clowned on." 


"It's a break in, Braviary. It's not 'clowning on'." Leon shuts him 
down. "It's serious business, it's not some prank." 


The Smeargle through another berry, then spits out its core. 


"Excuse me, keep on talking. Did Guildmaster send you to tell 
anyone?" 


"Nope." Braviary says. "I did figure it was okay to tell Garl since he's 
obviously got more ties to the Scholars than anyone else down 
there. It bears repeating, we reckon everyone already knew." 


"What about the Aromatisse?" Prinn exclaims 
"Oh yeah, the-" 


Leon intercepts him a second time when he springs out of his seat, 
nearly spilling his bowl. There is dread in his eyes. 


"Wait wait, you said an Aromatisse, right? Trader?" 
"Yeup." Briary answers. "Garl even said she's from a trade family." 


"Not just any, she's from one of the biggest families on the continent! 
A whole group of Aromatisse all work under their banner, they're 
mostly incense traders, but they handle other things too." 


"So... kinda like Murkrow right?" 


"Sorta." Leon answers Prinn. "Except for mail they all do trade. 
Groups like them, consisting of one sort of pokemon, exist 
everywhere. The Aromatisse are entirely local to our lands. They 
sometimes hire other people to do their work, but you'll never see 
them, you'll only be talking to the traders who are all those pink 
folks." 


Braviary leans forward, Leon shrinks back into his seat in response. 
"And y'all know this because?" 


Leon plops another berry into his mouth and chews. He takes the 
couple which are left in the bowl into a pouch on his travel bag. 


"| told you | used to work with caravaners. So | may have worked for 
them without really Knowing, just pushing things from one town to 
the back without reading the labels, lighting the way with my tail. The 
last caravan | worked with was on its way here when on the way 
back when well..." 


Leon seems to have traded the life of a caravaner for a slightly less 
miserable one. Braviary, for all the trash he talks of the guild, 
would've done the same. The bird nods in understanding. 


"I'm not saying the Aromatisse you're looking for knows me, but I'm 
probably on their records in a basement somewhere, told never to 
be hired should | come looking. | hadn't ever found out who gave us 
the return job. If it's her, she won't be happy to see me. 


Great, they might actually get in a fight after all. 


"Okay, okay, how do you think she knew about the break in then?" 
Braviary asks. "People don't suddenly wake up and leave for no 
reason when there's bad news floating around." 


"| don't know, Braviary." Leon shrugs, "Someone from here could've 
told her, or maybe her reason has nothing to do about this. She 
would have already been paid, she could afford to go anytime she 
wants. The guild isn't liable, but | don't think there's anyone with the 
guts to start a problem with a trade family like her's." 


There is someone from here already handing out guild information to 


the world, a Mienfoo who wants nothing other than to be left alone. 
She could have left the Guild first thing in the morning, told the 
people whom she worked with about the terrible news, and through 
the vine - an Aromatisse would eventually hear about it. 


"So as for both of you, what's your plan? Heading out? Calling it a 
night?" 


"If she did leave this morning, um, then the chances are she'd 
already be attacked." Prinn jostles his carrying tube around, they 
hear the map crinkle inside. "So the sooner we leave, the sooner we 
can catch up and warn her." 


"Straight away, huh? It's going to be dark out there, you know. You 
could use a light." 


He wouldn't have a travel bag sitting next to them if he wasn't 
coming. 


"Sure, you can tag along." Braviary nods towards Prinn. "Do you 
mind Prinn?" 


"| can mind him as long as | get paid." 


Leon chuckles, Braviary laughs, Prinn tries to follow along but he 
sounds more like a hatchling crying out for help. Perhaps feeling a 
bit bad about this, Leon quickly turns to the roaring. 


"Mick! Can | take what's left with me?" 


A voice, metallic, and grating sounds back. It talks as though each 
word is an effort to speak. 


"You already did. It's in your bag's front right pocket" 
"Are you able to make more?" 


"This is not a question, Leon. | am capable of feeding this guild, so it 
stands to reason | can cook for three pokemon." 


Leon thinks of his next words carefully. 


"But will you, for the kid?" 


"Of course." 


8 - Basalt Woods 


Chapter 8: 8 - Basalt Woods 


Calico Town is not far off from its neighbour, maybe a few days 
travel by foot - faster by boat or surfing pokemon. It should not take 
a couple pokemon on foot long to reach it. 


So a Braviary missing their wing, a kid with a map, and a caravaner 
who let his guards get ransacked journey off. What happens when 
this investigation leads these three buffoons straight into the palm of 
a dangerous criminal? Would their slapped-together squad even 
stand against the horrors of one of these dungeon-things Prinn is 
going on about? 


Probably not, and that's Braviary being optimistic. 


Thinking about their chances didn't help. This is an investigation, a 
far cry from a dungeon dive or a bounty hunt. But as they trek the 
highway out of Scoria Town, over the continent's moss-covered 
valleys and bumpy foothills, the thought lingers with him. 


"Aromatisse left before us, didn't she?" Leon speaks. "Right in the 
morning? What makes you think we can beat her to her destination? 
because | don't see it happening.” 


"She has a whole cart to slow her down, Leon." Prinn answers. "We 
ought to be faster than her on foot." 


"The cart doesn't matter. There's always a caravan guard - big 
fellows who travel with traders. | was one." Leon points to his chest. 
"She wouldn't be dragging the cart herself." 


"Well little old Eileen can lug barrels around fine enough to get a job 
doing it." Braviary interjects at this point. "I don't think size is a 
factor." 


"But Eileen's a fighting type." Prinn squeaks. "Aromatisse is 
something else, | think." 


"Aight well, | should've guessed earlier." Braviary groans. "Do you 
reckon these folks we were talking to would've said something if she 
were headed this way with another fellow? Leon?" 


"Okay, let's say she did hire a caravan to bring to Calico. It wouldn't 
be with those travelling merchants in Scoria Town, they tend to hire 
in advance." Leon holds his tail, shaking it like some little creature. 

"Assuming she didn't want to be found, she picked the best time to 

leave." 


Finally, a yellow spark ignites from his tail and the night is abated by 
a brilliant glow. 


"About time." Leon sighs in relief. "| should really stop using it for 
reading." 


"If you need something to pick you up," Braviary motions to Prinn, 
"kid's holding onto an elixir." 


"No, a good night's sleep will do me better. You should hold onto 
that anyways, better in a pinch and you won't find many of those 
near Scoria." 


"W-we can take a break later." The pipsqueak laments. "Sorry we 
couldn't get more stuff in Scoria beforehand. You'd think traders in a 
guild town would have all sorts of useful gear, not today." 


Leon looks like he's about to say something, then just doesn't. 
Instead, he looks at Braviary. 


"So what are your plans?" 


"We reckoned if we travelled by night with you we could make up for 
some of the lost time the little Lady has by going early. As you said 
though, we ain't got a way of knowing if she went alone. For all we 
know she might have taken the risk anyway, or she hired someone 
else who can do your light-tricks." 


Prinn speaks up. 


"We could take a detour..." 


In his flipper is the carrying tube which he pops open with a flick. A 
long sheet of paper rolls out into his hands, he examines it under 
Leon's light and then flips it around to his companions. 


"See, this is where we were." Prinn points to a big X scribbled in with 
ink then drags it west down a snaking road, up the coastline, around 
a big mountain, finally to another X in red. "And that's where we 
gotta go. | don't know much about travelling, | do know distances 
though. It's like three full days away, maybe half the way the 
Murkrow flies." 


"Aight, so what are you gettin’ at?" Braviary squints at charcoal 
roads and doodled-in mountains. 


"Look again at the mountain." 


Their current route would have easily gone straight to Calico Town 
were it not for Basalt Peak sitting in its path. The road is forced to go 
the long way around it, slithering through the continent's evergreen 
forests to the port town some ways behind the mountain-shaped 
wall. There seemed to be no reason why the road couldn't have 
gone the other way. 


"We could always go off the road!" Prinn exclaims. "Maybe we'll 
have to climb a bit, but we can pull through, right?" 


"Right." Braviary nods. "What's your opinion, Leon?" 


"If a road goes in all sorts of stupid directions there's usually a 
reason why. Could be the mountain's rife with hazards." Leon 
shrugs. "I'm not against giving it a look. There's worse things to find 
out in the wild than bandits." 


"Like what?" Prinn's eyes glow with foolish discovery. 


"| shouldn't have to say it, Prinn. Let's go already." 


The path ahead is shroud in the dark of the forest. The trunks of 
gnarl trees stand like figures in the darkness, watching three 
travellers meander down the winding road. Going through here as a 


merchant has got to be a nightmare: there's nearly an infinite 
number of hiding spots and the recent rumours of bandits does not 
help with the anxiety. 


At some point in their travels they reach crossroads. They take a left 
deeper into the forest, further into the mountain's gnarl shadow. 


The leafless branches weave over the sky like silk, and peaking 
above it is the pillar-shaped shadow of Basalt Peak. Prinn sighs 
after seeing the sight, and breathes a white plume. It's cold, but he 
doesn't seem to mind. 


Braviary on the other hand is shivering as he speaks. 
"A-anyone else feelin this?" 


"Winds from the mountain," Leon conjectures, "that's my guess. It's 
not too late for us to turn back and head the other way.". 


"If going this way means we need to walk a whole night in this 
weather, I'm all for leaving." 


"If you guys say so." Prinn laments. "You'll be okay, right? Should 
we get a fire started?" 


Everyone turns to the big bird. 


"I'll be fine for a bit, we can roast Oran Berries when we're done 
walking for the night." Braviary squints at the sky above. "It's barely 
midnight, | think we can go for like three hours before we camp. How 
about y'all?" 


The others nod. 


Leon's the one to turn around, and begin leading them back to a 
place where the air is unforgivably cold. Just go back, take the right 
path. Then, Leon hits an actual wall. 


Braviary couldn't believe his eyes. Where there was once a road 
there's now an impassable wall of bramble. It went as high as the 
forest's ceiling, going through it without being pricked by hundreds of 
thorns is impossible. Leon's there trying to shine his tail through the 


branches, but no one can see through them. Behind the wall is 
something vast, cold and unforgiving. They're all so insignificant. 


Braviary tries prying apart the branches, Prinn looks for a hole his 
size - nothing they do works. 


"You try just going around it, stupid?" Braviary shouts. 


"It just gets colder on the sides." Prinn speaks. "I can't even see 
behind it, it's all dark back there! | could maybe go around, but you'd 
freeze up!" 


And Leon's still standing there, ice cold sweat falling off his brow like 
little droplets of hail. He's shivering in place. 


"We're not going to get around it, we just have to find the way out." 
Leon sighs. "Articuno's Winds, | never imagined I'd end up in one of 
these places by accident." 


"Wh-what place?" 


"What do you think, Prinn?" Leon throws out his arms in defeat. 
"We're on an otherwise ordinary trade route which avoids this path 
in particular, what do you think is out here? Just bandits?" 


Bandits don't make sense. A bandit hideout wouldn't last this close 
to Calico Town because the guild would be all over them like 
venomoth to a flame. The road isn't dangerous either, it's no more 
rough than any other path through the Dusk Continent's forests. 
There's a reason why a trader would want to avoid this path around 
the mountains at any cost. The answer is all around them, especially 
in the cold, cold air. 


"A mystery Dungeon." Prinn stutters. 
The silence is as spine chilling as the wind. 


"We're in a dungeon, this is fine." The boy puts on a faux smile. "I-| 
think we can get out of this so long as we've got you, Braviary." 


"Me?" Braviary spits. 


"Yeah, you with the badge!" Leon points to the trinket. "Dungeon 
traversal should be up your alley. You can get us through no 
problem, right?" 


Braviary blinks 


"Normally, yes. | reckon | could get us through one of these 
"Dungeon" places no problem, but back then | probably had both my 
wings, and | could fly right over out of these dens of misery." He 
motions at his left shoulder, the one hidden under his poncho. "We'd 
have gone to Calico town the way the Mukrow flies weren't it not for 
this missing thing.. We'd have avoided this altogether." 


"But you're still experienced?" Leon folds his arms, his tail briefly 
sputters when it drops to the frozen ground. "One injury can't take all 
that time away from you, maybe you can take charge - tell us what 
to look out for." 


"| could do that, but we've established we need your light tonight. 
Without you going first we ain't gonna see what's coming till it's too 
late" 


"You're serious?" Leon laughs. "I just read books on expeditions and 
guarded caravans all my life." 


"All the more reason to apply yourself, Leon. What's so good about 
knowing everything when you refuse to use it out in the field?" 


Leon points to the road ahead, a dungeon entrenched in shadow 
with any number of things waiting for them deep inside. What's in 
there? Bandits? Madmen? Who knows what they'll come across. 


"There could be any sort of pokemon in there," the Smeargle 
remarks, "and we won't know until we go in. You look like you've 
seen some fights before, so if we're gonna chance this I'd prefer to 
have you at the front." 


"Is it because of my wing?" 
Braviary steps towards him 


"No, your badge. You have it for a reason." 


Prinn is nodding his head in agreement. Two on one, Braviary can't 
worm his way out of this. 


What should Braviary have to fear, anyways? He has to have done 
this before? Is he not experienced? If he doesn't put on a show 
there's no way they'll believe a single word he says, he may even be 
booted out of the guild, thrown aside like the thief they may well 
believe him to be. He needs to bring these people through one of 
these dreaded "dungeons", or else the guild will see him for what he 
actually is: a helpless amnesiac. 


"Fine, | ain't gotta like it." Braviary resigns. "Leon, | want y'all right 
behind me with your light, and Prinn's gonna our eyes in the back." 


He moves toward the path ahead, Leon follows four paces behind 
him while Prinn waddles in last. Ahead the ceiling gets denser, the 
air thicker, the road ahead is pitch-black. 


"Anything you geniuses have to say before we go?" 


"Keep an eye out for any equipment. One elixir's not going to cut it if 
| have to keep my light up the whole way through, and these places 
tend to have stuff lying around." 


"Yeah, what Leon said. I'll do some mapping too... just in case we 
need to double back!" 


Just a few seconds ago they were outside of this dungeon twiddling 
their thumbs, a couple steps forwards and they're somewhere else 
entirely. 


The canopy is like a ceiling at this point, tree limbs clasping over 
each other like grotesque fingers. There was an overcast sky above 
it, whose light shines through the roof to the frosty earthen floor. 


Visibility was never going to be a problem with Leon at their side, but 
one look into this strange place it feels like Braviary didn't need him. 
Tail Glow, for all the help it did on his rounds or in trade caravans, 
has no ability to penetrate the walls of trees. This forest is now a 
veritable labyrinth of passageways and large open chambers like the 


one they find themselves. Four walls had them boxed into a 
rectangle, and three narrow passageways - barely enough room to 
squeeze a braviary through them - branch off into several directions. 
Where they went from this chamber was up to the bird leading the 
flock, but it isn't going to make much difference. There is no telling 
where the exit was. 


It just didn't make sense to Braviary. It feels like a dream, a 
nightmare at that, but it's all too really. The cold air breezing through 
this place served as a constant reminder of reality. 


No number of books in the nerds' library could prepare them for 
setting foot in one of these places. Braviary sniffs the cold air. 


"Where's all the snow?" 


"Are you gonna be okay?" Prinn whispers from the back. "We can 
make a fire if you get cold, there's plenty of tinde-" 


"| said | was gonna be fine, Prinn." Braviary snaps. "I also said we 
were going to breeze though this place, so don't you worry about me 
until | start turning into an ice-type. What should we be looking for, 
Leon?" 


"Should you know?" 


"Here | thought you were educated. How about you assume | don't 
know anything, and just fill me when applicable or whenever | 
happen to ask? We can get a flow going here." 


Leon scrapes the cold sweat off his forehead with one hand, the 
other holds his tail. 


"Okay, so where are we, Braviary?" 


"A dungeon-thing, | reckon it's the start of one." Braviary glances 

around. "A big rectangular room, one passageway on the far wall, 
two more on the left and right. Ground's the same dirt as the road 
we rolled in on. | ain't got more to add beyond that." 


He hears some paper move in the back, Prinn's writing this down. 
The back of the coastline map is probably covered in all sorts of 


scribbles at this point, not unless the kid brought more paper with 
him. 


"See water anywhere?" Leon asks. 


"We probably just haven't seen it yet. | reckon no, this place doesn't 
feel like a swamp.” 


"Alright, alright, this is good." Leon steadies his voice. "No pools of 
water means we'll have to follow the corridors. It's recommended 
that we search for something resembling either a hole in the ground, 
a ladder or staircase of sorts." 


"A staircase?" Braviary snorts. "Aren't we supposed to be getting out 
of here, not going deeper? Are you suggesting we go spelunking?" 


"The only place to go in these dungeons is deeper; it's not always a 
staircase, it's a way up or down. | don't know why this is the case, 
Braviary, we'll have to trust the countless words of dozens of 
explorers who wrote this down for us." Leon taps the ground to a 
nervous beat. "There's an end to it, pokemon who either end up 
here alone or unprepared don't often make it. We may be 
unprepared, untrained even... at least none of us are here alone." 


The Smeargle sighs. 


"But if we wait for the scholars to come save us..." Prinn speaks up, 
seemingly to lighten the mood. "H-How long would it take?" 


"They arent c oming to save us because we're not going to get 
ourselves lost here." Leon states. "The trader needs us." 


He nods to the supposed veteran, who tilts his head. The look he 
gives Braviary is desperate, practically begging him to speak.. 


"We have a much better chance than any fellow on their lonesome" 
Braviary clears his throat. "You have an idea of how these places 
work, Leon. So out of these three completely identical passageways, 
which of these do you reckon would take us closer to our magic 
stairwell?" 


"We don't have a Luminous Orb, so just flip a coin if you need to." 


Not wasting another moment, Braviary leads them to the rightmost 
he waddles through the passageway thin branches barrage his 
shoulders. There's not enough room in these passages for two 
pokemon to squeeze through at once, so whatever was at the end of 
the hallway Braviary has to face it first. 


The tail glow didn't go far, however with it they could at least see 
what was coming. As Braviary stumbles through the tree-lined 
hallway, it ends in a second chamber much like the last. A wide, 
open square with a curious sight waiting for them: a large dark pit in 
the ground. They haven't seen any leaves anywhere through this 
dungeon, yet around this fissure they swarm like bug-types. A 
tornado of leaves circling around the hole in the world. 


Braviary sees the fissure. Where can it go? Deeper? Was it safe to 
leap down? He senses a strong draft around it, enough for a flying 

pokemon to easily glide down provided they weren't missing a limb. 
He is about to ask his buddies for a way of getting down, but then... 


Next to the hole he saw a small lump, a stack of leaves as though a 
pokemon had raked the dungeon floor. The second Leon's light 
peeks into the room from behind Braviary, the lump moves. 


Braviary whips around, covering the lantern tail with his wing, and 
looks Leon in the eyes. He listens for another rustle, it doesn't come. 


"There's a fella in the leaves next to this pit." Braviary silently 
exhales. "Big pit, lots of wind around it, looks like it leads deeper but 
| don't know if the fella's awake." 


"Can't we just get past it, tread quietly?" Leon covers his light, 
Bravairy takes his wing away. "I can't be too hard if it's sleeping. 
How big is it?" 


"It's a big lump, assuming it's snoozing on its belly I'd say it's your 
size." 


"Any idea what type it is? Can you get a better look?" 


The old bird squints his eyes. He can see it breathing, the leaves 
shifting slightly, a plume of warm air leaving the other side. It's not 


facing them, this is good. But it's got too much cover for him to tell 
what it is. 


"It's lookin’ straight at the hole in the ground. If you keep the torch of 
yours going when we head over there, it'll surely get up." Braviary 
sighs. "No idea on the typing. Bug-types we can handle, grass on 
the other hand..." 


He sees the kid behind them shiver. It isn't from the cold. 


"The three of us right?" Prinn warbles. "We might make a lot of 
noise, right? Maybe we can cut down on the noise, like one of you 
could carry me?" 


"What are you, a hatchling?" Braviary nearly laughs. 


"No, Prinn has a point." Leon points to the area around the pit. "We 
can't go at once, they will hear us coming and crunching." 


"You're right. I'll scoop the kid up as soon as we step in but | can't 
promise | can hold him for long. What about you, Leon?" 


There's a pause. Leon takes a moment. 


"I'll go last. If it leaps at me | can throw up a Protect shield, but I'll 
have to throw myself in right afterwards." 


Wait a minute. Why isn't he the frontliner? Why did Braviary need to 
take charge in the first palace when there's someone with the ability 
to project an impervious shield? 


Why was he - the old man who lost a wing and all subsequent ability 
to battle or do any of the work he says he used to do - leading the 
charge? Was it because he was old, was it all Leon's way of calling 
his bluff? Because doing this accomplished only one thing: it made 
him mad. 


Why did they do this? Why not tell him in the first place? 
Because you're expendable . 


"Braviary?" Prinn peeps. 


"Yes, | know the plan." Braviary's feathers bristle. "I know the plan." 


Braviary steps in, Leon slides to the left, and Prinn waddles straight 
next to the Braviary. He sweeps the boy up like a fifty-ish pound 
sack of berries, holding him close like a snivelling hatchling - 
keeping his webbed toes off the floor. They all stare across the room 
at the breathing thing, watching its steady repetitive movement. The 
leaves all around the pit are waiting for an idiot to step all over them. 


Whoever this pokemon actually is, feral or mad - doesn't matter. It's 
probably not smart enough to devise a trap. It's just conveniently 
sleeping next to an area of the floor where one loud brushing of 
leaves around the pit would surely wake them. 


Leon still holds his tail tightly with both hands clasped around it, the 
tail itself stuffed under his thick green rain cloak. Does this guy not 
have full control of it? 


Braviary creeps towards the slumbering beast, making a wide berth 
around it, going a few paces then staring at the mound to see if it 
moves. When it stops breathing he inches closer. He does this all 
the while trying to balance the weight of a Prinplup who clings to him 
like a chimchar, dangling uncomfortably from the larger pokemon's 
neck with his flippers gripping on for his life. There are far heavier 
pokemon in this vast world than Prinn, but his additional weight did 
not help in this situation. 


And the weight of Prinn gripping him down causes the inevitable to 
happen. One wrong step causes Braviary's feet to be swept up. He 
feels light, then he's pulled forward. He catches Prinn in his wing as 
he swings his weight back. 


The mound in front of them does not move. It did not hear them. 


He's close to the creature now. Between it and him is the crevice - 
freedom. He only needs to make it another couple careful paces 
across a field of crinkly leaves to be one more step towards being 
home free. Prinn's shivering like mad, gripping his neck in a vice. 
The distance of leaf-covered ground is deceptively short, five paces 
at most. He could sprint right into the pit of freedom if he weren't 
carrying this kid. 


He looks over the shoulder, Leon's waiting for him to move. 


Braviary keeps his head low, his hat hiding his glare. The first sign of 
this creature getting onto its feet, he's going to throw them down into 
the pit and hope the winds catch their fall. It's better than them 
finding out what this pokemon's deal is. 


Crunch, crunch . It's so loud, it sounds like ice cracking beneath his 
feet. The leaves are a menace trying to wake the beast, but it's still 
deep with its dream. His steps are like a hurricane compared to the 
wind below. They're so out of place, why isn't this pokemon getting 
up? 


One more step takes him close enough to the abyss where a 
straight leap into is feasible, and when he's about to take it, the thing 
finally gets up. 


Braviary sees a light, yellow-green snout peek from out of the 
leaves. It sniffs the air, it's awake, or at least aware of its 
surroundings. The head of this thing begins slagging off the leaves 
like it was snow. It's then the trios sees the long distinct leaf of a 
Bayleef, and hear a new sound echo from outside the chamber. 


Something begins moving down the corridor, shambling the dense 
branches. They start counting seconds now. A new foe is coming for 
them, the Bayleef is awake; why could he not move? 


Better yet, why does a bayleef who has been lost deep within a 
Mystery Dungeon - one constructed from a forested road far from 
the black shore - smell like seawater? The miasma of salt torches 
the nostrils, and the bird's mind is put elsewhere. 


Braviary is at a shore again, no, he's on the waters. The seas 
around him are dark. They're of an infinite deepness so vast no one 
person could ever see the ends of it, who's waves are constant, 
churning and uncaring. In the endless dream of grey skies and black 
waters he drifts without purpose, forever, never to find what he's 
looking for. How did he end up here? What led him to these careless 
waters? What did he hope to find? Compelled by a forgotten desire 
he chooses to drift wherever these cruel waves will take him. 


The water acts strange. The constant rise and dip of its waves has 
been disturbed. The unspeakable something is here, to take him 
from this place to somewhere else - away from where he was. 


Did you wake up on a beach too, green guy? 
"Braviary!" 


Leon shouts. Braviary's eyes open wide in time to see Bayleef, now 
fully on its feet, hurl an Energy Ball his way. Prinn, it can't hit Prinn! 


Braivary swings his back towards the incoming attack instantly, 
hearing the pipsqueak scream as the Energy Ball shatters into globs 
of light across Braviary's old spine. It hurts. 


For a split moment Braviary was face to face with Leon, having 
turned to absorb the hit. The Smeargle's eyes stare away from him 
towards the corridor, and a new sound hits their ears: pokemon 
rapidly ripping through the overgrown hallway to get into their 
chamber. 


The two pokemon exchange a nod. 


With the help of a strong push from Leon, Braviary tosses himself 
backwards into the crevice. The harsh winds from below drag him 
and the petrified boy in his wing. Leon won't follow yet, he can't 
allow these ferals to chase them. 


Bewildered that two pokemon would rather toss themselves into the 
pit than face it, the Bayleef veers its gaze to the remaining traveller. 
It opens its jaw again, Leon plants his feet as he holds out his tail. 


A second Energy Ball flies Leon's way. Before it reaches him it 
clashes against an invisible wall, dispersing across it in shimmering 
droplets An attack blocked, now onto step two. His glowing tail 
extinguishes as a dark paint-like glob congeals at its end, and he 
whips it at his foe. 


Before it could realise what caused its attack to be ineffective, a 
Shadow Ball hits square on the Bayleef's side. The attack was 
enough to knock it over, possibly rendering it unconscious. He saw it 
collapse back into the leaves, and that's good enough for him 


because had learned two very important things. 


One: Froslass' trick actually worked. Two: he could defend himself 
after all. 


He dashes towards the ledge, takes in a deep breath, and 
surrenders to the wind. 


9 - A Candid Chat 


Chapter 9: 9 - A Candid Chat 


Three fools get their act together after a misstep brought them 
dangerously deep into a dungeon. 


A powerful gale barrages Braviary, threatening to pluck every last 
feather from his body, and rip the boy from his wing. It is so vicious 
that it consumes everything, his sight, his hearing, eventually he can 
no longer tell if he still holds the boy. They were falling for a few 
seconds but it feels like an eternity. And eventually, what was taken 
from them is returned, seconds before he hits the ground like a sack 
of stones. 


Braviary's back takes the most of it. Prinn flies out of his wing, 
bouncing away from him like a fluffy blue ball. Braviary gasps for air, 
then... 


Nothing. 


Pain doesn't erupt from his old bones; he can still move his legs, 
he's breathing, and when he opens his eyes he sees a pristine night 
sky. He's somehow unharmed, even though a fall like this should 
have ordinarily turned him into paste. How could a mere gust of wind 
break their fall like that? 


He is not stressed out. It's like he has done this a hundred times 
before, in places just as twisted as these dungeons. The method of 
this place's madness feels familiar. Deeper is the only way through 
it. An experienced adventurer like him shouldn't be surprised by this, 
after all, he knew he'd be fine. He would not have thrown himself 
down a mysterious chasm if he hadn't known. He accepts what has 
happened. 


He shuffles away from the Braviary-sized spot in the leaves, then 
sits upright, his back against a fallen log. They are on the road it 
seems. Their path went through a dungeon-shaped tunnel and 
they'd just come out the other end. The trees were full of yellow 
leaves, the air was cold, but bearable. He glances at Prinn who 
looks to have recovered. The boy's snuggled up near a bush just as 
he's up against a log. Prinn is shaken, but quick to adjust. 


A terrible thought sticks with him. That stench, the smell of the cruel 
sea. An unforgiving place; a monument to how tiny he was. Did the 
feral fear it as well? Did it lose itself to an ocean? He withheld his 
tongue for Prinn's sake, but there's no telling he'll ever find his 
answer. 


Another gale cuts through the air. Leaves scatter like dust as a 
smeargle appears on the earth next to them. Leon, completely out of 
breath, stews on the ground. He too finds his own place to lie on his 
side, rolling over to someplace between the two birds. The forest 
breezes over all of them, a lack of frost in the air tells them 
everything is fine. They're all out of the dungeon now, they can all 
stay calm. 


Their break didn't last five minutes. Braviary and Leon look right at 
eachother. 


One hid his combat potential while the other lied completely about 
his experience as an explorer. Neither of these are a good look. As 
tensions begin to ignite, a thousand words race through his head. 
He glances between them, his breath quickening. What does he 
say, what will get them to listen to him? 


They barely seem to notice as Prinn begins to stand. His beak 
moves, then. 


"So, what was the stunt about?" 


Braviary beats Leon to the punch. At least he didn't throw one, but 
who knows? Someone just might. 


"You want to talk about stunts?" Leon spits, "Let's talk about your 
jump back there, it was pretty good! I'd give you a medal to go with 


your stupid badge if you didn't muck everything up!" 


"First things first, my badge isn't stupid. Unlike you, I've earned this 
thing, which means I've got proof to show for myself!." Braviary 
stands up, dwarfing the Smeargle. "So | would appreciate it if you 
didn't depreciate my accomplishments because of one harmless 
mistake!" 


"Harmless mistake? You're joking, right?” 


Leon, who's hardly the bird's size, points his tail straight into the 
man's face. It nearly grazes the Braviary's beak in lime-green paint. 


"If you stood there like an idiot for a second longer the boy would be 
out cold - or worse." Leon points around them. "What'd we do then, 
flee to a corner of the dungeon and hope somebody comes to 
rescue us?" 


Braviary's breath is heavy. A terrible sensation suddenly chokes 
him, and the words refuse to leave his mouth. 


"There's talk in the guild; rumours of you either being a criminal, or a 
ploy by another group. They have their reasons to think these 
things, and if you're going to be cracking under pressure all the 
while touting you're an experienced adventurer, then they're gonna 
start asking more questions, Braviary." 


"When there's trouble in a guild they can either waste their time 
working on it, or cut out the source. That source will be you." 


Leon relaxes his shoulders, stays his anger, and lets his point be 
heard clear. 


"Don't let this happen in a dungeon again. You cut it out where and 
when it matters, and | never bring this to the guildmaster as long as 
you don't let this happen a second time." 


"Or?" Braviary mumbles. 


"Or you tell me everything, where you're from, why you froze up, and 
what your name is." 


Those words threw his back to the wall. There's no other option, if 
Braviary wants to stay in the good graces of this Smeargle, then he 
spits it out. And no half-baked excuse or wave of his wing will 
suffice, nothing other than a full explanation will satisfy him. His 
options are clear: have the trust of one of two battle-ready pokemon 
in their troop and the guild he represents, or forsake it all for nothing. 


Leon has not moved. His gaze is a dagger against his throat, 
demanding his compliance. Braviary stares at him like a creature 
trapped in a beast's jaws. 


The Smeargle a strong, loyal sort, Braviary knows this about him. 
He will not let Braviary trample on Prinn's future, he will cut this 
trouble at its roots before word even reaches his guild. He's a 
statue, unable to be toppled by the likes of Braviary. Leon's look 
says it: cooperate with me from now on, or we all lose. 


Lose to what? 
"Alright, alright. I'll..." 


"Tell me everything, right?" Leon steals the words from his mouth. "I 
don't think we're in danger right now, so give me the basics, and tell 
me the rest while we're headed to Calico." 


Where does he possibly start? His childhood, his time in the guild, 
where he's from? Everything's full of holes. Like his memories had 
leaked out a regrets and "once-were's. 


"Do | need to tell you now?" 


"To keep you from backing down on your word? Yes, you have to." 
He stretches his tail, like wringing out a towel. Leon is easing up. 
"We aren't going until then." 


Prinn is in agreement. His stance is with Leon, which he affirms with 
a tired "uh-huh" as he slops back down on the floor, and opens his 
map. He draws lines over the charcoal mountains with his flippers so 
he could appear busy; keep his mind from the fact he almost saw his 
partners duke it out. 


Braviary's feathers bristle. He expands like a ball of stress, ready to 


explode with indignation and confusion. Speak, his mind tells him, 
say the first thing about yourself. 


"| don't know my name." 
Leon blinks. 
"Umn, can you repeat that?" 


The air escapes Braviary. All of his frustration leaves him with a 
feeble sigh. 


"| have not the slightest idea what my name is, no initials on my 
badge, nothing to even give me a clue. Going by Braviary is easier 
than explaining myself.” 


From the corner of his eye he can see Prinn on the ground, looking 
up at him in astonishment. It's like he knew all along, possibly from 
the moment he had found the bird passed out on Black Shore. 


"| had you pinned as being weird and disoriented. This takes it to a 
whole new level." If Leon had a notepad, he would be writing this 
down. "Do you remember anything at all?" 


"No..." Braviary scours through his mind. "But these dispositions of 
mine don't come out of nowhere. I'm missing a key memory or two, 
or dozens maybe." 


"It's as though there's a wall in my head, dark like this forest. When | 
listen well enough | can hear voices behind it, muffled. Tthe way 
they say these things to me about me is all | can make out. | get the 
feeling I've been an adventurer for a heck of a long time - enough to 
become bitter. Then something happened to make me this way: 
something happened to my wing." 


How does an old, amnesiac flying type end up in a place he doesn't 
know? Does he fly across the vast ocean until he finally sees land, 
or was he guided here by the waves? Braviary is right to assume his 
wing is connected to his current being. 


With no idea how he ended up a flightless idiot, he is growing up 
attached to the thought someone, somewhere did this to him. Maybe 


they did not like the way he ran his mouth, maybe their negligence 
did this to him, but making it Someone rather than Something gave 
him the goal his mind needed. Find who did this - give them payback 
- move on with his life. He could tie everything with a nice bow, 
knowing it wasn't a mere accident, but the work of a foe who had it 
out for his life. It's easier to think he may actually matter. 


Leon moves towards him, this time to shake hold the bird's wing. 
"Get yourself checked out." 


He backs away, leaving behind a fistfull of coins in Braviary's grasp. 
Enough for two nights in a tavern, two meals, and possibly some 
dungeon equipment. Leon doesn't care where Braviary spends this, 
only that some goes where it is needed most. Leon believes him. 


"There are psychic pokemon in Calico who could lend you their 
services." He reaches back to his bag, as though he just now 
remembered it. "Let's get away from here and not tell everyone 
you've got something terribly wrong with you." 


The coin slides into a small pocket cut beneath his poncho. He 
hears a soft clink - the wine from Pysduck is still on him. A little treat 
for after he's let this psychic dig through his memories. Prinn, who 
had been listening this entire time, seemed to have heard the bottle. 
The boy's beak remains shut for now. 


"Lead the way, Leon." 


Comparatively speaking, Calico was a much larger town than its 
neighbour, on the larger picture there were much more expansive 
places beyond the pond. Out of everywhere in the Dusk Continent, 
none hold a candle to the trade capital. 


Calico holds similar roots to Scoria Town. While technically a Guild 
Town, Calico has since surpassed the label of being a nowhere 
place on a nowhere landmass. Scoria's view of the Dusk Continent's 
signature shores is exquisite, truly one of a kind, but the placement 
of the town is abhorrent. Too high up to have a dock or ferry 


pokemon to make use of it; too far from its neighbour for the trade 
families to look at it as anything more than a stop on the long roads. 
Really the only thing Scoria has to offer is their Guild, which itself is 
a walk through the forest away. To their credit, the Scholar's Guild 
has carved a niche for themselves, but an interesting gimmick is not 
enough to grow their influence into something more. This is why 
Scoria is a Guild Town, why Calico is not. 


Calico Town exists on a prairie, separated from the Obsidian 
Peninsula and thus Scoria Town by Basalt Peak and the swathes of 
forest surrounding the coast there. One might say its middling view 
of Dusk's signature shores is a downside for would-be explorers 
wanting to see the continent's splendour, but one of these towns has 
a dock for ferrying pokemon and the other does not. 


A river begins at the base of this town. Docks and tiny boats sit 
along the shore, looking like teeth gnawing at the unconquerable 
ocean. The river flows through the cobble streets and lavishly stone 
houses, then out into the Dusk Continent's forests, giving life to a 
number of tiny settlements and mysterious hobbles. A community of 
insular Psychic pokemon, caverns plentiful in treasures and orbs, a 
huge rock face said to be a deity's perch - these are just a few of the 
curiosities found out there. At the very end of the stream rests Lapis 
Town. Which is its own other ordeal, united in a bond with local 
fringe (Tiny communities in the wilds like the aforementioned 
psychics, including settlements within the mouths of Dungeons, only 
ever marked on local maps) in pursuit of mystery. 


As is the nature of a land where dopes like them could wander into 
dungeons just by going the wrong way, there is always a need for a 
guild. The Scholar's lean in their particular direction, Sundown Guild 
opts to focus on the side of general guild things: TRescuing people 
from the depths of dungeons, leading guests into dangerous places, 
catching criminals - the stuff the Scholars usually don't do. 


According to Prinn, there is an unspoken rule not to step on 
eachother's feet, therefore it's an absolute necessity these two 
bodies keep in communication through a service of their choice. It's 
through Murkrow, usually. But if there was bad blood before or 
currently, neither the amnesiac or the child currently explaining 
Calico to him would know. 


The way to Calcio is shorter than expected. The bitter aftertaste of 
their shouting match was still on their tongue, but Braviary's 
stuttering and explaining has more than buried Braviary's temporary 
beef. The endless spew of information has been leading to one 
obvious question: 


"You from Calico, Prinn?" Braviary speaks, crunching into a spicy 
berry. 


"No, what makes you think that?" 


"| ask you what the town's like and you talk like you've been there 
your entire life. What's so special about this place?" 


The boy puts a flipper to his chin. Those gears inside his head are 
slowly moving, thinking of a fact to say which he hasn't spat already. 
He looks to the sky for an answer, and his beak moves of its own 
volition. 


"There's... a lot of traders." 
"And o" 


"And that's why it's special, Braviary." Leon speaks. "Is there really 
more to say? If they had a storied history, Prinn and | would know." 


"Have no mysterious events happened, a huge catastrophic 
scenario, some hauntings?" 


"No, | don't think so." He steers it around, right back to Braviary. 
"Why are you asking this? Are you worried?" 


Now, it's Braviary's turn to stare up at the clouds, to come up with a 
reason why he even said such a question. Maybe exploring the 
dungeon has gotten him thinking existentially? Maybe this was once 
all routine to a previous him. 


He looks ahead. The road is flanked by towering trees, forests which 
go on for ages, both up and down the mountain this road has taken 
them around. Beyond this road there's an opening between the 
trees, behind this - safety. They've all been keeping their eyes 
peeled for odd shadows, cold winds, shapes in the trees, but there 


had been no sign of another one of these dungeons. 


"No." Braviary shakes his head. "Why would | be? Ain't there a guild 
there, shouldn't we be safe in Calico town?" 


Good save, he thinks, always ask about the Guilds. Prinn will go on 
forever. 


"Technically yes, it depends on if they have their hands full or not." 
He motions at the bird's badge. "Since we're clearly part of another 
guild, and not affiliated with them, they're under no obligation to 
protect us unless it's for a reason. Usually, it's to keep another guild 
off of their backs." 


"Why not? They should if they're at all worried about making pals." 


Leon goes to fetch a berry from the bag, but comes empty handed. 
Colour momentarily drains from his face. 


"Because, as guild members we're expected to know how to handle 
ourselves. Like the boy said way back, guilds each have their area 
of speciality, but we're all assumed to be more competent in 
dangerous situations than the average fellow. This includes us." He 
accentuates us. "If we were to become stranded in a dungeon for 
any reason, it would be our Guildmaster's fault for giving us a job we 
couldn't possibly handle. It reflects badly on everyone if another 
Guild has to rescue our own." 


"So..." The boy clears his throat. "Um, if we were to become lost 
around these parts for whatever reason, or we get roughed up by 
some bad people - you know the types of folks who would steal 
directly from a guild. They'd help us, right?" 


"If they see it happening, they'll help." Leon went easy on him. "Don't 
rely on it, though, nobody's gonna beat us in the middle of town 
unless we say something especially stupid." 


"Oh..." Prinn blinks, a spark goes off in his eyes. "Hey, | think | 
noticed something earlier..." 


Prinn goes for his carrying tube, fishing out the brown-ish, green- 
capped bottle. The leppa berries inside the syrup rattle against the 


glass walls, making a soft clink sound as he shoves it in their faces. 
He points at it, he's so proud. 


"This was the only thing we could find there, the only adventuring 
gear, and it came from Garl - the golduck in town. He's buddies with 
the scholars, so handing these out makes sense, but there isn't a 
person in town who was selling the stuff a guild needs. No reviver 
seeds, no orbs, nothing other than food." 


Leon nods slowly. 


"Is there a reason for that? I'm sure you can correct me Leon, since 
you know about these trade-things. But if | were a trader going to set 
up in a Guild Town - doesn't it make sense for me to bring some 
gear?" He wanders to Leon, and nearly smushes the bottle against 
his nose. "What's the deal, Leon?" 


Leon handles the bottle as if it were an infant, carefully taking it into 
his arms, ogling at its contents, then returns it to its bearer. He 
already knows the answer. 


"The Deal is that there is no deal." 
"Oh shut up, Leon." Braviary spits. "Answer the boy." 


"It's the truth, and a joke." They hear him hide a snicker. "| have my 
guesses. | don't feel comfortable talking about rumours. Guildmaster 
would know for sure. We don't need to rely on traders to get our 
gear, and there's some stuff stocked away. But the lack of supplies 
in Scoria Town can't be a coincidence. 


Leon waves at Braviary. "Did you try asking around, did they refuse 
to sell to you?" 


"No, | didn't ask." Prinn sighs. "But we did wander through the 
market on our way to see Psyduck, and | got a good glimpse at all 
the stalls. Nobody seemed to be selling any gear, like | said." 


"Huh..." 


Leon waits for the boy to go on, but here’ is where the confusing 
story ends. This can't be a mere oddity. Something eludes everyone 


here. Perhaps... 


"There have to be caravaneers in town. We can ask them about the 
lack of equipment sent to Scoria Town. The merchants all know who 
| am, and Braviary has a badge." Leon looks at the boy. "If 
someone's to look in that, it's not going to be me." 


"I'm not giving up my badge." Braviary says. "So it leaves you, kid." 


Prinn's face lights up. He crams the bottle back into his tube, then 
straightens his back, like he was born to take this five minute task. 


"| planned to get some reviver seeds anyway so Braviary can teach 
me to fight! | can poke around, see if anyone says anything, and if 
they ask why I'm asking about Scoria I'll show 'em my map!" 


His water typing, his map, and his hobby paint the eloquent picture 
of a chipper little adventurer wanting to chart out the expanses of the 
Dusk Continent. He can put on a good "explorative water-type 
charting the oceans" act. 


His glee goes unappreciated. A tired "Sure, kid." leaves Braviary's 
mouth. 


"Just get it done on your own time." Leon adds. "Braviary will be off 
to get himself checked, you and | will be searching around town for 
anything pointing to our merchant." 


"Wait." 


Braviary stops dead in place, the exit ahead seemingly no closer 
than it was earlier - the forest ceiling still thick with leaves. He waits 
for a thing neither of them can sense; it never comes. He exhales, 
and they see him shrink back to size. Leon gives him an odd look. 


"Sorry, it's the nerves." The bird squints at the distance. "My last 
working thing is my eyes. And when we fell into the odd hole, the 
shadows, and light acted all strange. The way the sun goes through 
all those leaves plays tricks on my eyes; it makes me think we're 
back in one of those places - whatever you called them.." 


Surely, that place would not be the first. If these are such a common 


occurrence, then it's only inevitable he'll find himself in another 
dungeon, either alone, or with these fellows. He needs to find out 
how they, how to navigate through them, and what to expect when 
navigating them. Most importantly, learning to avoid them altogether. 
Never should they wander into a dungeon again. 


Not far from them, a cold wind sweeps through an enduring tree. He 
hears one of its limbs snap with age, casting several leaves to the 
sky like a flock of flying types. Once stuck staring off into the 
distance, he cannot bring himself to look away. 


"Dungeons." Leon corrects. 


"Right." He nods. "Though I'd be inclined to think it more a maze 
than a slammer, a dungeon's a bit of a prison-sounding word. Not 
what I'd use." 


Where did he get "slammer" from? 


"When we get there, I'm gonna go look for some fellow who can look 
into my memories, like you said | should, and | said | would. Where 
exactly are y'all going?" 


"| was thinking we'd first go to the Mail Office, ask if Eileen's things 
have been tampered with. We'll see what unravels from there, but | 
know for sure we're going to need to find a place to stay. Unless you 
insist on being there with me and Prinn, you can do that." 


There's no guild to house them this time, to feed them their meals 
and to keep them under their roofs, or even be kind to them in the 
first place. As much as the dungeon had been dangerous, they were 
going to be well alone in the town ahead. It is good to talk these 
things through, Braviary thinks. 


"| can look about getting a place after the fellow's done with me." 
Braviary nods. "\There a market we can meet at?" 


"There are markets." Leon blinks. "How about Sundown Guildhall? 
We should just meet outside right before nightfall, | don't think 
there's a world where anyone can miss it." 


"Is it that big?” 


The Smeargle laughs. 


"It isn't the one here, but there's a guild who built their hall into an 
entire hollowed-out cliff, Braviary. The whole thing, about four huge 
floors down to near the sea-level. Guilds are big, you'll come to 
know them pretty well." 


10 - The Curious Apprentice 


Chapter 10: 10 - The Curious Apprentice 


An apprentice Psychic-Type receives an especially strange patient 
to their shop. 


Having deep blue curtains over every window and plastering across 
each wall was not the most aesthetic choice for their business, but 
when their Teacher insists, there's no arguing against him. When 
asked why it was necessary to blot out the sun, he claims it was to 
"abate discordant thoughts." He insists any amount of sun could 
"miss-align his aura" while mid-work. Were his delicate touch to 
disturbed in any way, it would wreck untold consequences on his 
clients, this he claims. 


There's only so many signs or fliers on the outside that can grab 
patients’ attention, they need things in their window. Trinkets, 
baubles, things other than the giant curtains currently making their 
business look like it's been closed by the blue mafia. (The blue 
mafia does not exist, no mob of any worrisome size could thrive in a 
guild town. Too many eyes everywhere.) They need to catch the eye 
of the townsfolk, entice them to explore the vastness of their mind; 
their future and their past. 


Due to their Teacher's eccentricities, The Emporium isn't open 
during daylight hours. The availability of their services depends on 
their two owners, so the business operates by commission. People 
will send letters in or come to schedule a time, afterwards they will 
be served by their specialists for one of three things: a look back 
through their memories, a prediction about the foreseeable future, or 
an aural reading. The latter was used by guilds to vet newcomers to 
their fold. It is The Emporium's moneymaker. 


This puts much less emphasis on what the younger of the two brings 
to the table. Their more cerebral service gets significantly less draw 
than their Teacher's less tangible approach. Which is a shame. It's 
truly important to have an understanding of the mind, to make sense 
of one's memories, to have a second opinion on one's life. This is an 
opinion they, as someone who has done this work for much of their 
life, believe to be quite underappreciated in the modern day. 
Ultimately the value of either service is up to the individual. Xatu's 
craft is amazing. The apprentice just wants a little more work, Is that 
too much to ask? 


Apparenily so. 


It is common for Teach to go off on these spiritual ventures. He has 
left work too many times, claiming outside forces were compelling to 
wander him. Judeau has gotten used to this. It's normal to find his 
bed empty one morning, then for him to come back in a week's time, 
looking as though he had learned why Dungeons exist or like he's 
met some mythical being on his travels. These vacations, as they've 
come to call them, are responsible for the Emporium's backlog. 
Because when one of two pokemon who run a very specific service 
go inexplicably missing, orders start piling up, and the stream of 
coins comes to a simpering stop. 


Three weeks. He's been gone for three weeks - the longest he's 
ever been on a vacation. No correspondence, no note, an apparent 
hurry and a left behind explorer's pack full of equipment. They've 
had to turn dozens of folks away since then. It is becoming so bad 
the Sundown Guild has been forced to order a whole shipment of 
Enigma Wine from the Scholars. Guilds never use another guild's 
method of vetting, the Sundown Guild's has to be assuming the 
worst by now. 


As the Apprentice's patient wears thin, as they turn more folks from 
the Emporium, and questions about coin begin to bubble to the 
surface, they too have begun to think Xatu may be gone for good. 


A small, round hand palms through an index. Card after card of 
requests flip by with a pleasant sound. A sound of failure, of looming 


bankruptcy. Still better than the silence they've become all too 
familiar with. The small Elgyem takes one of these cards from the 
index at random, flicking it into their round hand with a telekinetic 
trick. They sigh as they read it. 


Just another pokemon with starry eyes, looking to have their aura 
read before they resign themselves to a life of guild work. There 
were at least fourteen requests the same as his, all of whom asking 
for a service they cannot, nor even attempt to provide. They want 
the pokemon who could read their futures, they want Xatu. As if his 
professional touch will instantly transform them into explorer 
material. 


These people just want to be told they're good enough. They enjoy 
feeling like explorers without walking the path of a guildie, without 
countless life-threatening dungeon endeavours, or dozens of 
criminals caught. It is for novelty. Nobody actually wants to be an 
adventurer. 


There are exceptions, as there are always exceptional people out 
there, but the people who are set on becoming explorers don't need 
to go to a psychic to be told what to do with their lives. 


They put the card back, then give the index another spin. Whirring 
sounds fill the air as the cards turn like a carousel, words on yellow 
cardstock racing by like Pidgeys. They watch the roulette spin round 
and round until it lands on a card. When they reach for it, there's a 
knock at the door. 


Somebody's here. A tall, bristly figure is standing behind the 
window, tapping on the obscured glass with an off-beat. A customer 
this early into the night? 


They look at their counter, all the clutter which has accumulated 
over a drought of work. Unsorted papers, orbs without holders, 
nonsense stacking on the shelves behind them, and unlit Odd 
Incense. With nowhere to hide the clutter, the Elygem pulls the 
psychic rug out. A thousand invisible hands pile them underneath 
their overly tall stool just in time to hear the person jostle the open 
door. 


"We're still open, you can come in!" Judeau calls out. 


The hinges scream as the old door flies open. Heavy footsteps cross 
into the Emporium, and a large, dishevelled figure emerges. He 
wears tattered garments, a hat not unlike those delivery murkrow. 
His eyes are sunken, his beak curved like a rusty hook. His brass 
badge brands him as an adventurer, though not from any guild they 
recognize. 


He doesn't say anything. The door shuts behind him as he steps 
inside. His partly-closed eyes begin exploring the shop, noting the 
orbs sitting on the table between the couches, and eyeing the two 
curtained off "rooms" near the back. What's he looking for? 


"No one's in the back." They speak with a smile. 


He looks at the table again, he's fixed on those glassy spheres. He 
snorts, then marches straight to the counter. When they meet, the 
small psychic pokemon gets a better look at the towering bird. 


The bird's absurd hat conceals a scowling face. He struggles to 
keep his eyes more open than a squint, like somehow his eyelids 
have a weight to them. A thousand bags uphold his gaze, his 
feathery mane seems shaven, and scars trace down the left of his 
neck. At any moment this bird could disintegrate. Yet something 
keeps him kicking. 


"This one of those psychic places?" His voice is accented, he is not 
of the Dusk Continent. "Saw the little sign out in front, and | decided 
to take a gamble." 


"If it's about gambling, | don't think we can help you." Judeau 
squeezes out a chuckle. "Otherwise, we-" 


"It's not." He spits. "It's not about gambling." 


"And who's this we, anyways?" The Stranger looks at the cupboards 
behind Judeau. "It's just you, and me here, is this right?" 


"Yes, and it's why we can't offer our complete services at the 
moment." They explain. "Depending on what you're looking for, | 
may have to ask you to come back at a later time." 


Those words always hurt to say, but no matter how many customers 
they've turned away they have to remain honest. The Emporium is a 
one pokemon show for now. 


"Alright then, so what can you do? If you're able to see what the 
heck's up with my head, then you can expect some generosity from 
yours truly." 


Judeau's green, gem-shaped eyes shine with glee. They can barely 
contain their excitement! The cure to three weeks of boredom 
stands before them now, one which could plug the abyss in the 
Emporium's wallet! 


"M-most curious!" They try to play off their joy. "What ails you 
exactly? Headaches, strange thoughts?" 


"It's uh..." He flashes his wing in front of his eyes. "Memory loss. | 
wanna know if these memories of mine are permanent, or if it's a 
temporary fegue." 


The Elygem's hands move. A pen rises up from the clutter, and 
begins to write of its own accord on a fallen card. This'll keep them 
from repeating questions. 


"Amnesia is no laughing matter, and sadly, it's more common than 
anyone's going to admit." They exhale. "Tell me, when exactly did 
you start to experience this memory loss of yours?" 


It is by now it becomes impossible to ignore he is missing his wing. 
Did something happen to it? Is this why he is keen on recovering his 
memory." 


"Well before | go divulging everything to a stranger, can | get your 
name?" He glares. "Credits too, if you've got them." 


"Well, | have been an apprentice under Xatu for three years now." 
They espouse their honours. "I'm-" 


"That means nothing to me. | never heard of your Xatu." 


What? All of Calico knows about his Teach, even folks from other 
guilds! He may not be the most famed or powerful psychic, but he's 


a great deal above the common chaff. Despite the slander, his 
words and his badge slowly paint a picture of a bird who has truly 
lost his way. This fellow's not from here. His ignorance is just a 
byproduct, right? 


"He's a very good psychic, he's helped me develop my own abilities 
for the last three years? Maybe longer." The light in their green eyes 
figuratively and literally dims. "| forgot to mention my name, it's 
Judeau. I'm an Elygem. I've had to become familiar with matters of 
memory loss, as fortunately or unfortunately, our kind possesses the 
ability to wipe others clean." 


"Wait, you can just snap your..." He looks at Judeau's hand, a 
stubby, fingerless appendage with three lights on the end of it. 
"Magic fingers and throw my memories into the bin?" 


They nod. 


"| chose to apprentice under Xatu so when | do start to develop 
those abilities, I'll Know how to handle it. This way | don't 
accidentally make a bunch of confused pokemon who's jumbled 
memories I'll be personally responsible for." They look upwards. "| 
think my relatives called the process 'scrambling'?" 


"Sounds quite nasty." 


"It's more like putting your memories in a knot, instead of putting 
your head in a jar and shaking it like I'm sure you've imagined." 
They've used this exact explanation before, it gets old quick. "I'm not 
capable of doing this yet, don't you worry." 


An amnesiac, flying type, wants their memories combed through, 
seems not to be around from here. Judeau's pen writes out of sight. 
What about his name? 


"Braviary." He says. 
"What?" 


"You'll need a name to put in those notes of yours." His eyes are on 
them as he smiles. "And Braviary is the closest thing | have to a 
name." 


The pen's on the floor, writing on a hidden notepad. How did he 
notice? Did he hear the pen scratching on the paper? Was there a 
convenient reflection on the shelf behind them? No, there can't be. 
Braviary. It's not even a name, it's his species. They will happily go 
with whatever makes this stranger most comfortable. 


"Braviary it is. Before | even poke around in your head, | need to ask 
some questions." They read from an imaginary script. "Do you want 
to take a seat or would you like to stand there?" 


He looks towards the two couches. The one two-times the size of 
the other was meant for folks the size of Braviary. If they tried to 
accommodate any pokemon bigger than him, they'd need a new 
shop. Unless the guild wants to bank the Emporium, there is simply 
no way. 


"Thanks. The ole legs have been begging me to sit down." 


Braviary shambles across the store to where he eventually falls 
lifeless onto the soft blue cushions. His body splays over the couch, 
his back props him up. When Judeau sits opposite of them, he 
motions at three crystal soheres between them. Slightly bigger than 
the average pokemon's palm, they in perfectly in a satchel. 


"Where'd you get these ones?" He asks. His gaze is fixed on the 
glittering objects. "Been having a hard time finding them myself." 


"They're Orbs." 


"Obviously, but what do these ones do? And aren't you just a store 
owner, what's a fellow like you supposed to do with adventuring 
gear?" He leans back. "It's a waste to let these sit around in your 
home. | could take 'em off your hand." 


They're not going to sell these, but from a glance, they all seem 
identical other than the minute variances in size. If they were to 
examine them any closer they could possibly discern their usage, 
but realistically there are only two types of orbs traders like them 
purchase. Judeau wings it. 


"I'll consider it." They laugh."These here are Escape and Luminous 


Orbs. The latter in case we need a light in here, the former are for 
when my tutor brings them to his escapades. It's the easiest way to 
keep out of those scary places, dungeons they're called." 


"Sounds useful." He groans. "Could have done with one a day or so 
ago. Don't take the old road if you're ever coming back here from 
Scoria, stumbling into a dungeon wasn't especially fun. We're lucky 
to have made it out as quick as we did." 


Dangerous, mysterious, without cause or reason. Those are the 
words Judeau has heard explorers describe these anomalies. It's no 
wonder they've earned such a reputation if someone who looks as 
talented as this Braviary could be trapped in one. 


Travel is why Xatu invests in so many escape orbs, other ones too. 
Those wings of his have carried him to many places out in the world, 
some of which are surely blighted by these mysterious holes in 
reality. Wherever he goes on these vacations of his, it sure would 
help to have a pocket sized solution to the everpresent "took the 
wrong turn, now I'm in a maze full of crazy pokemon" issue. 


Oh and they looked very pretty. Good on a shelf, in a glass cabinet, 
or at the centre of a table. A talking piece for the exploring-oriented 
mind. 


Back to the conversation, Judeau nods. 


"... a dungeon in between here and Scoria's is bound to be a real 
problem for us merchants. Have you told anyone about this? Was it 
by Basalt Peak?" 


"The spooky place was in a forest right at the foot of the big rock." 
Braviary Touches his temple. "| haven't told anyone just yet because 
I'm not too sure who to tell. We reckoned by the way the actual road 
winds all over the place on the map, that whoever decides these 
routes must've been aware of this dungeon already." 


"You report it to the guild," They implore, "to keep people safe." 


Braviary shrugs. He doesn't care. Despite the fact it's especially 
important to warn others if it's near a trade route, he chooses not to. 


On another glance at Braviary, Judeau instantly knows why. It's 
Braviary's badge. Whatever guild he hails from likely doesn't care to 
share information to other groups. 


Very unfortunate. 


"Either way, | could do with a couple of these orbs just in case." He 
reaches out for one, then stops himself. They ain't his to take. 
"Where'd y'all get them?" 


"... we buy them from the market."Judeau almost didn't tell him. 
"Mismagius is the vendor's name. Don't mind her, she's a bit like 
you. She only goes by her species, and keeps much to herself. 
She's been peddling these things since long before | got here. The 
two guilds are her biggest customers." 


"A real mysterious lady, huh?" 


"Wouldn't say so." Judeau shakes their head. "Trade secrets are a 
coin a dozen, and other times some people like to be on their own. 
Anything else | know about her are Town rumours. | guess ghost- 
types must still scare folks." 


"One of the fellows | know went all pale in the face, the second | 
suggested there could be ghosts where we were going." When he 
recalls this, Braviary smiles for a brief moment. "They sure scare 
folks..." 


"Now." Braviary snorts. "Are we gonna cut to the chase?" 


A pen drags itself all the way across the shop's floor, the paper with 
it. The pen writes on an invisible clipboard on Judeau's lap. The 
Elgyem takes a breath, it's time to put on the boring voice. 


"We won't get to the process tonight, no unless this is a very serious 
situation. With your permission I'll be picking through memories of 
your choosing. | need several answers before | do this. As | am not 
Xatu, | can't divine any future other than the path you've laid 
yourself. This is not to assume you've come here specifically for 
predictions, however, the questions often crop up." 


They let the words settle, they let his mind consume the information. 


After an indeterminate amount of time, Judeua speaks again. 
"Do you understand, Braviary?" 
"Yeup." 


They exhale. The preamble is always the worst, now onto the 
questions. Start with the first thing they ask to folks with holes in 
their memory, then let it flow naturally from there. 


"So when did you lose your memory?" 


"It's been ever since | got here." He taps his temple again. "Been a 
couple days since | woke up. Let's say a week?" 


It seems Braviary's memory loss wasn't from wandering a dungeon 
forever, or the work of a psychic blasting their mind. This was not 
ordinary. It's a kind only ever spoken about in guild tales and written 
in lengthy memoirs. Its existence is argued by many, others warned 
of it. 


No, there is no way Braviary is one of those outsiders. Braviary 
looks to be much too old, too aware and familiar with his body. 
They'll have time to humour fairy tales later. 


"Where..." Judeau stutters "Where did you wake exactly?" 


"On a beach near Scoria Town." His wing draws lines on an unseen 
map. "There's a long stretch of black shoreline there, like the sea it 
looks like it goes on forever. | came to when some kid stumbled onto 
me, the boy brought me to safety." 


"When describing waking up there, do you remember anything 
before that? Was waking up there the start to everything?" 


"No." He slumps forward, almost to the edge of the couch. His eyes 
nearly glaze over as he stares at the floor, towards nothingness. "I.. 
have the experience of a guildie, battle fundementals, know-how, 
but none of the memory. With how | am, there's no world where | 
haven't lived this life for years." 


He taps the ornament which holds his rags together. A brass 


diamond-shape, flanked by six winglets of various sizes, three on 
each side. What it stood for, or where it came from, were questions 
not even its wearer could answer. No matter the badge's origin, it's 
the unmistakable brand of a travelled man. 


"Woke up with the hat, my clothes, and this thing here. It's special to 
me, | reckon. There's a warm feeling when | wear it. / think it's 
pride." 


Resolve washes over him as he straightens his back, and lets go of 
the metal trinket. He sits still in wait of answers. His impatience has 
vanished altogether. 


It didn't come up, but if he hasn't retained a single memory from his 
adventures, or his whole life until the moment he awakened on 
Scoria's pitch black shores, then it's safe to assume his severed limb 
is also a mystery. Braviary are a hardened ilk, fighters by nature. So 
what could have led to one losing their wing? 


But now they know what he truly is. At first it was three borderline 
fictitious explanations, now it's only down to two extremely rare 
cases. With the knowledge Braviary woke on the beach, they knew 
exactly what he was. 


"You're a Beached." They state with confidence. 
He snorts. "I'm what now?" 


"It's one of two names for an observed phenomenon. Pokemon who 
find themselves mysteriously washed ashore with no memory are 
labelled as Beached, those who wake up inland are called Fallers." 


Their mind races to recount what they know of this, but like Braviary, 
they draw next to nothing about it. If only the Scholars weren't so far 
away there may be something they can read about this. 


"There's no difference I'm privy to." Judeau sighs, clearly frustrated. 
"| could give you theories, but this is slowly slipping out of my 
league. I'm unsure if Xatu even knows about this." 


"| only asked you to scrounge through my memories, not solve the 
secrets of the world." His laugh reassures them. "Gimme your 


theories." 


"The only one worth mentioning is big among bookworms right now." 
Judeau clears his throat. "They believe there's no difference 
between a Faller and a Beached pokemon than the circumstances 
of before they woke up. One recalls falling for a great distance, the 
other remembers being thrown around by waves." 


Braviary mouths something. His eyes are wide open when he looks 
at them. It's like he's staring at a shiny bauble, he is actually 
listening now. 


"These people believe these two phenomena are to do with 
dungeons, they're formed without little regard for location, are 
numerous enough to be a constant worry, and we have no clue how 
they truly form. Pokemon who get lost in Dungeons for a long period 
of time describe their senses becoming a blur from all the 
wandering, the fighting. Eventually this affects their memories." 


"The theory is: Fallers and Beached folk are the result of pokemon 
becoming lost in a dungeon for an exceeding amount of time. Their 
memory becomes a blur from exposure, but before the dungeon can 
take them, they manage to escape. The strangeness of time in 
these dungeons is what creates the amnesia associated with you 
fellows. | can't speak for why you awaken on a beach other than it 
has to do with where exactly the dungeon is located." 


Surely this comes as a lot, for it was. It's all they knew. Instead of a 
quick remark from him, Braviary spends the long moment, head 
pointing to the door as he drifts into deep contemplation. Time ticks 
by. The shadow of a trader passes by the window, there's a cart 
rumbling in the distance. Braviary mouths something. 


"Wasn't the Aromatisse, a fella that big's an Ursaring." He says, but 
does not move. He is frozen; an ancient tree ready to collapse. 


"Bookworms, bookworms... like those people in the Scholar's 
Guild?" He doesn't look at Judeau as he speaks. "One of those 
people would know. The librarian, she could tell me." 


These words were never meant for Judeau, they still dwell on them. 


He's muttering about Froslass, isn't he? He's actually got to meet 
her? What they'd do to get a chance to interview a pokemon of her 
wisdom. 


The weight of him standing rattles the table. His sharp beak curls 
into a smile as he extends his wing like a hand. Judeau barely gets 
to shake on their meeting before his wing snaps back to him. He 
adjusts his hat as he suddenly makes for the door. 


"We'll be around, you can take a gander at it tomorrow or the day 
after.." He speaks from the door. A dull glow illuminates his wide- 
open gaze. "Right now, there's an inn which needs to be checked 
into." 


Judeau waves as Braviary vanishes through the open door. The bell 
above the door echoes clearly throughout the store. Then, silence. 
At least he didn't slam the door this time. 


They dwell on this strange man. His look seconds before leaving 
was like he was witnessing a ghost. He could just be rattled from all 
this chat about the mind; about the world. Talk like this had a 
tendency to get under the skin. Thankfully Xatu wasn't here, else he 
may have left after the first minute of Xatu's musings. It istruly a 
shame he could not be here to speak to a Beached pokemon in 
person. 


Despite being more common than their sister phenomena, Beach 
pokemon are extraordinarily rare. It'll be a treat to pick apart the 
memories of one of these elusive folks. Perhaps they'll learn once 
for all, whether or not the go-to theory is the right one. 


Truly exciting. 


They make the pen jott the final notes: the time frame he gave, a 
reminder to send correspondence to the Scholar's Guild. They scoot 
out of their couch, turn around, and see their workplace. 


There's no mirror on the shelf. He could never have seen them 
writing. 


11 - Too Early for Bets 


Chapter 11: 11 - Too Early for Bets 


We get a bit on Prinn, Leon and Prinn discuss bets, and Leon 
makes a dangerous gamble. 


The roar, the bustle, tight cobbled roads unlike the dirt paths of the 
town over - Calico Town is fundamentally a different beast than the 
rustic town Leon is familiar with. There are no dirt roads here, no 
fountain left to rot, no lamppost without a flame. It's pristine, almost 
sterile. It had to be, or else it wouldn't be the jewel of trade it is 
today. 


There are three observable groups keeping this town as gorgeous 
as it is. Workers who wore red bandannas were Fire and Electric 
types responsible for lighting the streets. Blues were water-types 
who's powerful jets of water peel the grime off Calico's precious 
stonework. Greens are the grass-types who trimmed bushes and 
cultivated gardens of moss, although he has not seen any berry 
farms in town. They must be outside of it. 


These workers are the only that he's seen by walking down a couple 
of the town's streets, there has to be numerous more busy-bodies 
he can't see. All working together to the mutual task of keeping their 
town presentable for the merry travellers who fill their coffers with 
coins. The Sundown Guild, from the little he knows about it, could 
have its own sector in the actual town itself responsible for handing 
out these duties to Calico's citizens. If it is a job coming right from 
the guild who runs the half of the show (the trade families are the 
other), then it has to pay fairly well, enough to encourage these 
workers to make the town as gorgeous as it is. 


Good business, good pay, the safety of the Sundown Guild and a 


well-kept town. If one has to choose a town to live in, it would be silly 
not to live here. 


Seeing the marvellous buildings along the wide river, flowers 
flourishing along its streets, docks for both fairing pokemon and 
watercrafts, bridges arching over the soothing waters, taking it all at 
once is breathtaking. The life as an independent caravan guard has 
brought him to Calico many times before, but few sights come as 
close to this town at dusk. 


The Smeargle stands on one of Calico's countless bridges. He leans 
against the curved balustrade while Prinn stares with him, watching 
the guild's spire against the skyline. All along the riverside lanterns 
begin to light one by one, flickering like swarms Volbeat, slowly 
encroaching towards the tower. 


He has only seen a Volbeat swarm once. He guided his caravan 
through a stormy night to the halfway rock, where there he watched 
them bid farewell. Leon sketched a piece of them to remember them 
by. 


Leon just takes it in. The sun will set along the horizon, soon it'll 
pass the tower. Leon counts in his head. 


One, Two, Three . 


A violet flare, like a second sun, erupts atop the stone pillar. It 

wavers and shifts until it settles as an intense white beacon. It is the 
flame guiding those to Calico Town, the Dusk Continent's light in the 
darkest season. This fire is the heart of Calico - The Sundown Guild. 


After what felt like ages, the silence is broken by a bedazzled Prinn 
"Woah.." 


"Haven't seen anything to top this." Leon speaks, despite something 
inside him begging he stay silent.. "I'm not like our Braviary, but 
these are the few moments where | wish | had a drink in my hand. 
Watch the sun go down; forget everything.” 


Those words haunt him the second he spoke them. What does he 
want to forget? What could he possibly regret? 


"Forget... what?" Prinn looks up, voice full of care and innocence. 


"No idea." He tries to explain. "| have regrets - I'd say every one of 
us does, but my mistakes have helped make me into who | am. | 
think I'd lose who | am if | were to suddenly forget everything. The 
thought scares me to the bone." 


Too close, he almost sounded like Braviary for a moment. Drinking 
in front of the boy would feel - if he's honest with himself - a bit 
pathetic. 


"Oh, | thought it'd be about..." Prinn restarts his approach. "You 
know when we first met, Leon, when we were in the back checking 
out the wine shed for you?" 


"Yes?" 


"You never elaborated on those thieves you were so worried about, 
you know who I'm talking about right? Not our wine thieves, but the 
ones you've dealt with before." 


Then it hits him, out from the clear blue sky right into his gut. A 
sensation of bitterness overtakes him as he suddenly struggles to 
say something. He swallows hard. 


"It's old news, Prinn. They're not the ones we're looking for, | can 
promise you..." 


"What about the winery they robbed at some point?" Prinn 
pressures. "You said they were going for the hive, the source of all 
the good stuff. | think you said Oran-stuff... maybe there's people 
there." 


It's not important - why would it ever be important? He was not 
there. Unless his former caravanner friends were up to chat after he 
abandoned them, providing they're still even around, there is nothing 
he can say about this matter. So, don't say a word. 


"Did you make a mistake?". 


"Yes, | did." Leon finally answers. "| wasn't there when the caravan 
got robbed. The winery was after my time. | had nothing to do with 


the situation. Since then | haven't even got to see or hear about who 
robbed my former caravan, | only know that it happened after | had 
left them." 


His light, and skills with battle at the time would not have made a 
difference. They were likely outnumbered, caught by surprise, then 
beaten to a pulp. It was better to move on from this, just as they 
likely have. Wounds will always heal. 


"Since we're talking about ourselves, how about you?" Leon steers 
the conversation to Prinn. "Braviary had asked you if you were from 
here, you answered No. You never told us where you're from." 


"Oh, easy. I'm from..." 


An odd expression befalls Prinn. He looks away from Leon, the 
Lighthouse's marvellous white flame lights up his face and his smile 
returns. 


"Not from around here, for sure. Just an egg when my parents 
brought me over, Uncle raised me in Lapis Town. He's kinda my 
dad." 


Okay, at least he's not an amnesiac. Goodness, he would not know 
what to do with a team of two of them. 


"You don't know your parents?" Leon asks. "If you knew where you 
came from, you could pay the post to find them for you. It might cost 
you, but with the cut you'll get after we're done with this wine 
problem it should be a non-issue." 


"Eh, | dunno. If they left me as an egg at my Uncle's then maybe 
they didn't want to be found" Prinn chuckles. "Really weird, huh? 
Uncle never talks about them." 


Leon has too little information to make any inclusions. Were Prinn's 
parents explorers? It is best not to push it. Who knows how touchy 
this subject can be for a kid like him. 


"Has he ever talked about them? What they were like, were they 
explorers of some kind?" Leon leans against the rail, water ebbs 
below him. "You don't need to answer if it's not okay with you." 


"It's okay, Eileen asks me all the time about them. | don't know much 
about them because Uncle never tells me anything.” Prinn scratches 
his chin. "There is this one time he mentioned something, it was 
right around when | started to take this guild stuff seriously too. | was 
busy with research, | wanted to know what skills Adventurers 
needed to be successful. Cartography was one of them. When | told 
Uncle about it he said ‘it's what they'd want’. | think he never meant 
to say that." 


"Since then, | got really serious about Cartography... that's why | 
wanted to join you guys." 


With a pensive sigh, Prinn stares at the horizon. 


Prinn's a good kid, a little too excitable.. Cartography is a useful skill 
for all manner of adventurers. Why the Scholar's Guild has yet to 
accept Prinn is exclusively the fault of guild culture. He can't speak 
on behalf of the Sundown Guild, but he knows how tiresome it is to 
join the Scholars. The memory is still fresh. 


His guild - The Scholars, want people to prove their abilities as 
skilled individuals. These qualities they believe are best 
demonstrated by "lower-level" jobs like what they're on right now. It 
is their way to filter out the unmotivated chaff, thereby thinning out 
the application process altogether. 


Upon completion of their tedious task, whatever it is, they're then put 
on a list of those who followed through on their work. Their 
application is reviewed again by the Guildmaster who searches the 
applicants for skills and abilities they would find useful for their 
bookish guild. There's no way to predict for what silly reason Rattata 
doesn't choose you. Many fail on this step through no fault of their 
own, but if chosen, and if there's a bed for you to sleep on, then 
you'll finally be allowed the permission to do even more work for 
him. 


The mountain of information the Guild hoards to itself makes the 
arduous process worth all the misery for those inquisitive kinds. The 
guildmaster wants guild members who will make use of their 
knowledge to further their guild's and their own passions, so he 
claims. 


There's more to their stringent policy than the whim of their leader. 
This is a response, it had to be. /t's got to be the Roserade . He's too 
bitter, more bitter than the adventure-loathing Braviary they swept 
into their quest to uncover badges. A rotten truth writhes beneath 
Roserade's mask which could threaten to eat apart the guild. 
Pointless bickering won't be the death of Leon's work ever again, not 
on his watch! 


"You handled yourself in a dungeon okay, better than Braviary." 
Leon reassures. A part of him still wants to knock the daylights out 
of the feathered buffoon. "You'll be accepted, I'm sure. Did you write 
down a map of it?” 


"Yeah, | did." Prinn doesn't shove it in his face. "It's not very good. A 
few details are missing, there's stuff to write about the area it's in, 
I'm still working on it y'know?" 


"Then don't let me stop you." Leon chuckles "Are you serious about 
sparring with Braviary, though?" 


"Yeah, of course | am! We just need some Reviver Seeds in case 
any of us get knocked down pretty bad." Prinns steps back from the 
ledge. The street lamps guide his attentive eyes to the east where 
an abundance of lights stands. "The market looks like it could be 
open. Past it where mail pokes do their things, right?. We gotta go 
there anyways, so why don't we stop by the market to get a reviver 
seed or two? Maybe an orb? Your choice." 


Leon reaches for his carrying bag out of habit. He stops himself. 
Braviary has his money. If they buy those seeds, which are most 
assuredly marked up for the guildies around here, they may have to 
make the trek home on empty stomachs. 


"Can you afford them?" Leon asks. "I'm tight on budget, the most | 
can buy is a half-decent orb." 


"| may have got enough for one, | don't Know yet." Prinn shugs. "We 
should look at Orbs too, maybe we can get an Escape Orb? Aren't 
those supposed to be very useful?" 


An Escape Orb on hand would keep them out of the clutches of a 


dungeon, so yes, very useful. Leon rewards Prinn a nod. 


"Oh, great! And if we don't have time to fight, um, | can always keep 
that thing on hand just in case | don't have a big bird to take Energy 
Balls for me." Prinn shivers. "It was a Bayleef, right? That thing 
scared the heck out of me. It looked weird! Smelled funny too... " 


Wait a minute. Leon lifts an eyebrow. 
"| heard dungeon pokemon are strange. What did it smell like?" 


"Like the ocean. A strong smell, like salt, was stuck to their body." 
Prinn's eyes flutter. A connection just formed in his head. "T-the way 
it moved. It sprung right up at us - you should've seen it!" 


"| did see it. | put the thing down." 


"You did?" He squawks. "Wow! How'd you do it, could you teach 
me?" 


He's flattered, but it wasn't his trick which fell the feral Bayleef. It 
was a friend's. He is merely borrowing her technique. Some people 
can't learn certain techniques, while others are born with them. 
Smeargle are the outliers; all are thieves. 


"Blocked the first attack then countered with a Shadow Ball. | think 
Tail Glow does make it more potent. | hit it once then ran to safety" 
Leon recounts. "Couldn't teach it to you myself, you'll have to ask 
Froslass." 


"The Guild's Librarian? | hear she's old, but is she a battler too?" 


"| watched her throw one once, it was to show they didn't affect 
normal types like me or the guildmaster. | told her it looked useful, 
so | had her try it on me, and..." Leon makes a snapping motion. "I 
learned it right then." 


"Woah really, like that?" 


"I'm a Smeargle, Prinn." Leon exhales. "I take moves from others, 
we're an uncreative bunch truth be told. Knew Tail Grow for the 
longest, Shadow Ball's the newest. | haven't decided on my fourth. 


It's not too urgent for me." 


"Cool." Prinn wracks his little brain. "Bubble and Shadow Ball are 
both ranged, right? If you want, maybe we could..." 


"Practice? Sure." 
Prinn practically glows with excitement. 


"| can pick you up to speed for free, anytime after we'll be placing 
bets." The glow dims, but Leon can still see the traces of Prinn's 
dumb smile. "It helps. | only learned to land Shadow Balls once my 
wallet felt the hurt." 


"So... paid lessons? Right?" 
Leon chuckles, his wallet already feels heavier. 
"They're free if you beat me." 


Prinn taps his tube once. Just by touching it he knows what's in 
there, what exactly he was carrying, how much of it he can lose ona 
gamble. Sudden confidence surges over the boy. 


"You bet? As long as | get a training round, then you'll be the one 
paying me !" Prinn giggles, "When can we start?" 


Good question, because this job has become a whole mess. There 
is no guessing what comes next. If chasing this Merchant brings out 
of town again, freshing this boy up on battling might make a 
difference. But where would they train in a town like this? The guild, 
at a Paid dojo perhaps? 


"I'll let you know." He flicks his tail towards the road. "If we were to 
stand here any longer, the shops will be closed by the time we get 
there. We should go." 


Prinn lets out a meep of acknowledgement as he waddles to the 
other side of the Bridge and beyond. Leon follows closeby. For once 
he gets a break from being the walking torch as numerous flames 
light the pristine town. The one over by the guild is omniscient, a 
constant glow in his peripheral vision cast across the stone houses. 


It grows brighter and brighter with every step the Sun makes over 
the Horizon. 


A Gogoat wheels a fanciful cart of berries, a Braixen uses its wand 
to stoke the fires of the lamp posts, a Buneary hops past them with a 
bag stuffed full of urgent mail. Calico Town never rests. Supplies still 
needed to be run, a town had to be kept pretty. He's surprised he 
hasn't run into someone from the Sundown Guild yet. 


They can all be busy, or they could all be asleep, or undertaking 
some other guild work. Leon often forgets about the dungeon- 
delving side of things, his is still an exception out of the lot. 
Adventuring has a rich history, preserved through fire-side tales and 
tavern rumours, and the rare published journals. The guilds do keep 
their own records of course. Good luck trying to gain access to those 


Traders are the most important. Without them these fellows would 
be forced to crawl through dungeons to get their supplies and 
there's only so much one pokemon can carry without weighing 
themselves down in such dangerous environments. A Guild Town 
needs a guild to be called such, it needs a market for it to survive 
past a year. 


Scoria's market, when they reached it, was a bit vacant at this hour. 
The open plaza with all its dozens of plots painted onto the ground is 
unoccupied save for three stubborn vendors. Out of the shops 
boxing in the market square the only one getting any show at this 
dead hour was what looked to be a tavern built into a basement. A 
sign outside reads "Hollow Dreams Tavern" - how grim! 


There is no chance they will find equipment this late. Unless their 
intention is to forgo their mission to embark on an immediate 
dungeon dive, fresh un-preserved berries won't serve them well. 
The bread cart in the back manned by a farfetch'd seems as useful 
as the fruits. This leaves them with the third shop: an odd tent 
closest to the riverside. Its violet-blue cloth intentionally stands in 
stark contrast to the marble-like craftsmanship of Calico Town as if it 
has no right to be here. An inviting light poured out from behind its 
doors. It didn't seem to be closed. 


Prinn shoots Leon a quizzical look. The Smeargle shrugs. 


"Don't see why not." Leon says. 


No noise came from the tent, no greetings, not even signage. The 
tent fabric is unique, containing little polygonal shapes embroidered 
all along the edges of the tent, some pink; most of them white. 
Packaged in with this peculiar flair was the faint smell of lilacs from 
behind the curtains. Incense bought from a member of the 
Aromatisse Family - if Leon had to guess. 


Off putting didn't describe it. The explorers feel more intrigued than 
unnerved. So why was Leon just standing there? What was stopping 
him from waltzing right in? Any ordinary tradesman would have 
closed doors by now. The only reason to operate this late was to 
catch wanderers like them or idiots from the tavern who're down on 
their luck. This business, from the outside peering in, made no 
sense. 


Prinn plants himself like a statue determined not to be the first of 
them to step inside. Held at the end of an imaginary spear, Leon 
needs to enter first. He gingerly raised the door flap and steps into 
the light. 


It's not possible for a tent to be larger inside than it is on the outside, 
they can make good use of their space however. Upon stepping 
inside, surrounding him is the most vast collection of Orbs he has 
seen. All of them are labelled, priced, and sitting on display for the 
curious pokemon to browse. Not an inch of these shelves goes 
unused - all of it is precious merchandise. The light which had so 
intrigued him came from a lantern overhead. The ghastly flame 
inside it flickered between scintillating shades of purple. He'd like it 
to be a shadow ball if it could give off light, fitting for the place's 
owner. 


She is undoubtedly a ghost-type of some kind, for her entire body 
seemed woven from violet and pink fabrics. Her huge brimmed hat 
casts a shadow over her robe-like form. He can see the dim glint of 
three diamond-shaped gems grafted to her skin, not at all hidden by 


the translucent cloak around her shoulders. Her wispy appendages 
handle an orb with the finesse of a well-trained hand. The additional 
"limbs" dangling from her head did not move in the slightest. 


Her desk, strewn with orbs and implements, has her attention. He 
watches her work fastidiously, taking these orbs into her grasp, then 
sorting them into different rows. He is seeing an expert at work and 
it's mesmerising. He hates to interrupt her. 


"Good evening?" 


Two eyes, like dark gemstones, peer from the shade. Her voice - 
similar to a spectre whom he works with - bears an inextricable 
echo. If he hadn't been around Froslass so much, this merchant 
may have frightened him. 


"There are two of you, aren't there? | can see a pair of flippers 
outside." She motions to the walls, all these wares so tightly packed 
together. "This is no space for him. | can't have a clumsy little boy 
knock over my wares." 


Leon peeks outside. Having heard her, Prinn has already backed 
off, his head held low. Poor kid, he thinks to himself. 


"He's not as clumsy as you think is, | promise." 


"You may be right. He looks well-behaved. | simply prefer to engage 
my customers one on one. It gives me room to answer questions." 
She smiles. "You must have a lot for me, do you?" 


Did Leon's look scream he was a guildie come to harass her? Was it 
the green cloak, the bag over his shoulder? That grin of hers. He 
takes a deep breath. There's no hiding now. 


"| do, actually." He folds his arms. "My friend and | are on guild work 
here. We have questions we hope a local could answer. Your shop 
happened to catch our eye, so if it's of no issue, could you answer a 
few things?" 


"I'm pleased to know I've caught your fancy." She lifts an orb from a 
case crammed with them .Polishing it, she's seen staring deeply into 
the clear blue sphere before she sits it down on a rectangular plinth. 


"Not many pokemon are out at this hour. | welcome the change. Go 
ahead - ask away my dear." 


Where to begin? The start of this whole mess is because of some 
wine, which ghosts aren't particularly interested in. How they sustain 
themselves is a mystery. So it's better to start with who they believe 
is responsible. As Prinn pointed out in his investigation, it had to be 
a fighting type of some kind - possibly a relative to the new girl of the 
guild. There those mythical bandits Prinn goes off about, but his 
worries seem largely unrelated to the case. There's bandits anytime, 
everywhere. 


And Eileen... there was no need to drag a family into this mess over 
mere conjecture, not until Leon's found something solid. The 
suspect's typing is a good foundation. Build from this point. 


"We had a robbery occur near Scoria Town." An open shed, a lock 
strewn across the ground, the sight of two fools at the gate. The 
familiar sights race in his head. "The stolen merchandise was 
secured in a place with no way to access it but through the 
padiocked door. The steel lock appeared neither melted, crushed or 
slashed, rather it looked to have been warped by strong hands. We 
believe this, the weight of the stolen cargo and the fact it had to be 
thrown suggest a Fighting-Type was responsible for the robbery." 


"Since most fighting types in Scoria Town have already been 
accounted for, we'd like to know if any people from here were seen 
headed south to the Peninsula. Any fighting type, or pokemon 
adverse in fighting-type abilities could be considered suspect. Every 
shred of information will help us find the pokemon responsible." 


Eloquently spoken, he could not have put the situation in a better 
way. Straight to the point, only saying what needs to be. He should 
keep this written down. 


She laughs. Because in some twisted sense, the whole situation 
was laughable. All of this over some wine. 


"Darling, the only fighting-type I've seen going to and fro is 
Mienshao. She's part of the Sundown Guild, she would not be so 
oafish as to stir bad blood between guilds, especially not the 


Scholars." 
Mienshao, the name instantly strikes him as familiar. What was it? 
"Who?" 


"Silly me, Mienshao only goes by her species. She's a five-point 
explorer from the Sundown Guild, one of few still active in her work." 
She stifles a second laugh. "A shame her daughter left for another 
guild, a precious little thing she used to be. What was her name...?" 


Her smile widens. 
"Oh, t'was Eileen." 


His heart sinks into the pit of the stomach when hears the name. So 
much for keeping other guilds out of this! With one name, their little 
investigation was blown into a conspiracy! What would possibly 
happen if this was the direct work of a rival guild? Was the absence 
of supplies running to Scoria a way of bleeding the Scholars of 
resources? Could Eileen's letters be filled with the Guild's secrets? 
This could tear everything apart! Is this why Roserade... 


In seconds, it had become harder to breathe. He can hear nothing, 
not even the peddler's words, as an acute pounding rages inside his 
head. 


Aritcuno's Winds, don't look like you're losing it Leon! He slams his 
folded arms down on his chest. The air trapped inside him gushes 
out like a whirlwind, and the pain in his head slows with his breath. A 
second more of this, he would've been on the floor. 


"Eileen, yes Eileen - | know her." Anything Leon could say was 
better than pure silence. "Not too well, but the name is familiar to 
me." 


He needs another question, stat, before she asks what's wrong with 
him. His mind works through the lingering pain. Why was Eileen 
brought up in the first place? Mail, right? Braviary and Prinn 
mentioned something about Eileen receiving Pelipper Mail all the 
time. If he is going to chase after either of these leads - he's going 
after Mienshao. She has to be in this Town. 


"Have you seen Mienshao - Eileen's mom do anything odd lately? 
Has she been to the Pelipper Post much?" A time, a place, he 
needed somewhere to confront her. Pelipper Mail's the only place. 
"How often do you see her there?" 


"Often enough, she's a Noctow/l like you and I. | do not make use of 
Pelipper, so | never see her there." 


Her jovial demeanor takes a sudden, stern curve. She places an 
appendage on the orb she set aside. 


"You want to confront her, don't you?" 


She knew the weight an answer had, she wasn't going to give it 
away carelessly, not unless he was aware of what he was getting 
into. This could be a grave mistake, or the break he needs to crack 
this case. It's Leon's decision. 


When he nods, the orb in her hand glows in tandem. A light flares 
inside it and fades away alongside its marvellous blue colour. 


"She's there right now." 


There's no time to think of how he'd repay her, nor did he even catch 
her name. When he heard those words his feet acted for Leon; all 
the questions he may have had about orbs or her store were out the 
door alongside him. Get to the shore, he reminds himself, as he 
searches the street in the fervour. 


Prinn spots the sweat and terror in his face. He hops from a nearby 
bench and scampers up to him. "Hey! What's wrong?" he begs. "Are 
you okay, Leon?" 


He can't bring this boy with him, there is no doubt Eildeen has been 
talking about him in dozens of letters to her mother. Braviary would 
realistically have the least chance of being recognized. He's not an 
option at this moment; therefore, it has to be him and he needs to be 
alone. He looks at the guild-colored mantle he has worn since he got 
here, takes it off and tosses it into Prinn's hands. The bag stays too. 


"Stay here until | get back." 


"Why?" Prinn sputters. "What's going on?" 


"I'll explain later, you stay put." Leon commands. The seconds are 
ticking. "If Braviary wanders through here, stick with him." 


He does not wait for the boy to say another peep, he swings himself 
the other way, and flies. 


Everything is about to close. Mienshao will only be by pelipper post 
to drop a letter or retrieve a correspondence, then she'll be gone. If 
he's found, or even suspected, her whole guild will come to flock to 
her protection or worse - they'll come on the Scholar's front door. 
This was an incredibly dangerous gamble: to which he is throwing 
his reputation, friends and livelihood all on the table. If he is found, 
he will lose it all. Should he win one shred of information from her, 
he'll get to see how deep this pit goes. 


What does he say to her, how does someone of his limited 
experience even approach this? 


His feet took him down a maze of streetways and alleys, cutting 
between buildings just to stay in sight of the shore. A shadow of a 
worn-out postal office towers close to him. The quaint, open roof- 
structure full of sleeping flying pokemon frightens him more than the 
darkest bowel of that forest dungeon. Creaking boards replace the 
sound of his heavy footsteps; he sees a bulletin board covered in 
notices part ways up the boardwalk. The guild's intense beacon 
shines along the face of the mossy building. Leon can see into the 
doorway, and before he reaches it... 


A pokemon steps outside. His heart skips. 


A bipedal, weasel-like pokemon approaches the edge of the 
boardwalk where she stares at the gleaming tower. Three scars line 
her shoulder where a monstrous pokemon had made its mark on her 
and attached to a silk red shawl is the semi-circle emblem of the 
Sundown Guild. The five needle-like points on the opposite side of 
the circle denote her rank. If his life had led him to Calico Town 
rather than the isolated Scoria, she would be five leagues above 
him. 


Long clumps of fur dangle from her wrists like tattered banners. She 
clenches a yellow envelope in her hands. She pays him no attention 
as she approaches the end of the deck, letting the Sea's cold wind 
blow across her fur. The sound of waves makes her ears flick. 


Her expression is blank as if her glee had long deteriorated away. It 
reminds Leon of two people: a crestfallen bird, and a lonesome girl. 
Her familiarity is disarming. 


He couldn't be seen staring her way. He moves to the bulletin. 
Waves are crashing into the beams below, threatening to topple the 
section of boardwalk constructed around the sturdier office and its 
weather-worn bulletin. He reads the listings out of habit. 


"Lost shipment on the highway to Scoria Town. Rumoured Dungeon 
activity - 500 Coin" 


"My boy hasn't been seen since he was around Granite Vale, can 
someone please find him? | tried Lapis Town, but he didn't sneak 
over there again." 


"A crate of Oran Berries needed by Halfway Rock. Wine is optional. 
Just send an "| Owe You" to Halcion, she'll get it. " 


Typical guild faire - nothing he's not seen before time and time 
again. These, while tedious beyond measure, serve a purpose. Jobs 
like these keep a community safe, and much of it went to funding all 
the guild's expeditions. Those endeavours were what so many tall 
stories are built around. Tales of days-long endeavours deep into 
the continent to lands many assume to be myths, sometimes to 
meet said myths in person. If the pay or camaraderie failed to make 
the life as a Guildie worth living, these Legendary expeditions did. 


Legendary, real funny. Would he ever actually meet one of them - 
those beings people pray to? 


"The bulletin will be here tomorrow, it always is." Her voice, strained 
from years of work, speaks softly to the wind. "New blood? Grass 
Continent?" 


The scenery had put him at ease, made him forget why he was 


here. It was good to take this all in. He'd look much calmer this way. 


"Neither. | got familiar with guild work by being around so many of 
you people," He glances behind his shoulder to see she hadn't 
moved. "I never had the chance to take a job." 


"Alone?" 
Prinn is to be no part of this. 
"Yes." 


He hears the sound of clawed feet move towards her, cracking and 
scarring the damp planks. Her shadow is caught in the light of the 
guild, looming over him, then shifting to the side as she leans her 
weight against the board. Her marvellous red eyes are partially 
closed, yet maintain their motherly gaze. 


"Then | will impart you with a nugget of advice: when they ask you to 
pair up with a partner, you pick one who matters to you. It could be a 
lover, a childhood friend, but make it someone you'd die for and who 
will do the same for you. Don't rely on another's talent to carry you - 
carry each other." 


She sighs deeply. 


"Too many people with stars in their eyes burn before they can 
reach them. You don't want to be forgotten. " 


This was no enemy of his, just a tired, honest woman who had seen 
greater days. Those sorts of words don't come from anywhere, 
they're from pure wisdom - lived experience. 


"Needed that." Leon murmurs, the words replaying in his mind. 
"What made you say this, why me?" 


"| keep my work to the ‘boring’ tasks which go unclaimed on this 
board. When | return | watch my guild light the flame, and give 
myself time to ruminate over my day. I'm ordinarily not this insolent." 


"I'm being more talkative than | should be, it's uncouth of me." Her 
whiskers involuntarily twitch. "A good mask is a must to live this life. 


You can be honest to your brothers in the guild, but an outsider 
should never see this face." 


"Someone told me to wait here." She motions to the quiet seas. 
"When | first saw you | believed you were a merchant. The mask 
came off the moment | saw you staring at the bulletin. Neither clients 
nor merchants concern themselves with such work. You looked new, 
like you needed advice." 


This "someone" must be the Orb Peddler. The trick of one of those 
orbs signalled Mienshao to be put - that's what the glow had to be. 
He'd better not ask them now, these are questions saved for the 
Peddler herself. 


The bulletin makes a faint creak as she backs away. She stretches 
her arms over head, and lets them slump back down to her sides. 
The long bands of fur beneath her wrists nearly touch the floor. A 
clear sign their talk had come to its natural conclusion. 


But it's then, in the split seconds when she was about to bid her 
farewell, he remembers what he was here for. The investigation! He 
can't let her just slip away. There is only room for one question, to 
say one last thing. Anymore would reveal himself to her. 


He takes his one shot at the dark. 


"Before you leave here, would you happen to drink wine?" Leon 
focuses on the odd taste of Enigma Wine, and puts on a courteous 
smile. "Been looking for some, but taverns aren't my thing." 


She's apprehensive. The question seemed sudden. Seconds move 
like hours, then.. 


"I'm a single mother, | work tirelessly in the guild day by day, and my 
daughter's out of town." There's no humour in her voice. "I drink 
wine only after tough days. | had a bottle of Enigma Wine a day ago. 
It's not a brew you'd find here in Calico yet, but worth its price." 


The Smeargle bows his head. 


"I'll need to keep an eye out." 


She nods back. Not another word was shared between them. She 
departs for her Guild while he looks towards the Post Office. This 
investigation needs more time. 


12 - Hollow Dreams Tavern 


Chapter 12: 12 - Hollow Dreams Tavern 


Pasts, fairytales and realizations are abound in an aptly-named 
Tavern our trio finds themselves in. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


We're going to need more time. 


The badge has become the least of my worries as of late. I'm afraid 
to say this whole situation has evolved into something far more 
risky, and | think it's best to save the details for once we're safe back 
in your office. 


We'll pull through, find this merchant, and be back in one piece. If 
you don't hear from us in a week, then | hope this letter serves 
useful for the Rescue Team who comes searching for us. 


| hope these Pelipper are as reliable as their reputation. 


What? 


No seriously, what is up with Leon? Prinn has never seen him so 
worried before. It was like he had come fresh out of a dungeon, out 
of breath and sweating bricks. The duffle bag he threw into his arms 
keeps poor Prinn in place, who can do only nothing but watch Leon 
scurry down the streets - too afraid to let this bag go lest they lose 
their precious little equipment. 


What were they doing? Braviary was supposed to find them a place 


to stay, didn't they? He could turn around and hope he's by the land 
bridge near the guildhall, but then he'd leave Leon to fend for his 
own. Prinn can't leave here. They're his team - he'll stay right here 
till the sun comes up. 


Then again, it was dark outside. The two food merchants have 
begun to pack their wares and he'll soon be left with nobody other 
than the scary thing inside the purple tent. Whoever is there cannot 
be a ghost-type, Leon hangs out with Froslass way too much to be 
scared of them. 


He tries to occupy his thoughts, thinking about when they get back 
to the guild. When they do, they're gonna join the guild for sure, 
right? Him and Braviary? Even if the Scholar's guild is informal with 
their structure him and Braviary need a team name to stand out from 
the chaff. "Braviary and Prinplup From the Scholar's Guild" does not 
cut it. 


The problem with thinking of this came twofold: he doesn't know if 
Leon's to be part of their team, or if Braviary's gonna stick around. 
The topic of a name's gonna have to stick in his head for until they 
decide who's gonna be part of their crew. 


Then out of nowhere, Prinn gets this feeling. 


A spurt of inspiration opens his eyes. Past the town, and beyond the 
guild tower he sees his muse: a boundless, nameless Sea. 
Fascinating and dangerous, it'll take a team of the most dedicated of 
adventurers to chart it. A team of hardy spirits like they should have 
the name Team S- 


A wing shakes him by the shoulder, and the name slips out of his 
hand, lost to a metaphorical ocean. He doesn't need to turn around 
to know who it was. Prinn just sighs. 


"Hey, Braviary." 


He turns around anyway. A wall of worn-out feathers and tattered 
clothing towers over him. Braviary's sharpened beak smiles 
downwards. 


"Seems like y'all found the place before me." He points towards the 
huge bag. "Want me to carry the thing for you? Barely fits in your 
flippers." 


Suddenly the bag feels heavy, and his legs rattle under the weight of 
standing there too long. Prinn forks it over without question. 


"Huh" Braviary shakes the duffle bag. "Lotta weight in here. Weren't 
we supposed to be short on equipment, what gives?" 


"lunno, doesn't belong to me." Prinn shrugs. "You're not thinking 
about, uh... going through his stuff, right?" 


"Thought hadn't even crossed my mind. Thanks for the suggestion!" 
Braviary's laugh sounds like he's about to hack out a vital organ. 
"We can ask Leon later - where's the fellow anyways?" 


"He went to run a thing. It sounded important, because he told me to 
just wait here till he comes back or you come along." Prinn shrugs. 
"Looks like you got here first." 


"Ah, | reckon it's guild business then. You and | are still outsiders to 
this whole ruckus, he wouldn't want us sticking our noses into it. 
He'll spell it out later. 


Later, Prinn thinks, when they're part of the Scholars . 
"Now, look over there..." 


Braviary points ahead. The sign posted outside the stony abode 
reads "Hollow Dreams Tavern". Of course this is why he's here. 


When the lights in the plaza grow dim, and none of the shops 
surrounding it are lit, the tavern glows like a beacon in the night. A 
gold, soothing light pours out from the tavern's door, inviting 
everyone with empty dreams into its warm arms. They, as two 
pokemon with dreams of their own, are welcome here. Now whether 
or not their drinks are as bitter as the Tavern's name is for Braviary - 
not Prinn, to decide. Berry juice was more Prinn's stride. Isn't wine 
supposed to be a dungeon thing anyways? 


"Y'all might find this hard to believe, but the only other place open at 


this time's partially owned by the Guild here. | reckon they wouldn't 
want me, this stranger from who knows what guild, to bust down 
their door." He squints at the hanging sign. "This place however, 
folks says it's owned by an independent. There's no money-hungry 
guildies running this shop: we can come and go as we darn well 
please." 


Again with the Guildie remarks! The way he says it gets under 
Prinn's skin. He treats it like it's a bad word - which it is not! He 
wants to give Braviary a piece of mind, but everytime he musters up 
the courage he takes one look at the old adventurer and he's 
reminded of how puny he is. He could pulverise him if he wanted to. 
Which speaking of.. 


"Did you um..." 


Prinn can't even finish his thought before Braviary lets out a blunt 
"Nope. Didn't care to look for Reviver Seeds. The money I've got is 
for our beds, and for my drinks." 


"Money you should spend on a psychic." Prinn retorts. "Not drinks. 
He told you to get your head looked at, right? Did you bother to do 
that?" 


"Of course!" He brushes aside his poncho alongside any concern 
Prinn had shown for him. "Y'all think I'm some kinda criminal? | 
wouldn't think of betraying Leon for a darn second. Indeed | had 
myself checked out. However, the actual examination and the 
exchange of coins is gonna have to come some other day. It might 
even be tomorrow provided | don't forget." 


Okay, he's not a liar, nor a thief. He just swipes wares from time to 
time and occasionally makes things up about his non-existent past. 
What a sloppy piece of work, this bird. 


"You'll still pay them, will you?’ 
Braivary laughs. 


"Without a shadow of doubt! There's no way to swindle my way out 
of forking my dough to a psychic, the fella will probably make my 


head explode if | couldn't cough it up. Though we didn't get down 'n 
dirty to pick apart my noggin, | did learn a thing or two if you want 
me to share 'em over a couple drinks." 


Prinn is thirsty for sure. Wandering through a town for an hour and 
standing out in a plaza for several minutes will do that to a pokemon. 
While Braviary's preferred drinks may not be his Forte, he'd be 
happy to learn what secrets Braviary had uncovered. 


"Sure, why not?" Prinn peeps. 


Another laugh, less horrific than the rest, sounds from the old man. 
He hoists the bag over his one shoulder then marches towards the 
soft glow of the Hollow Dreams Tavern. Prinn follows, the sound his 
webbed feet makes is like the patter of rain. When they reach the 
open door, the gold light beckons them to plunge down. 


He can see a beautiful arrangement of multicoloured paints 
slathering the walls leading downwards. With each step, the lights of 
the tavern somehow dim around them, and a new, previously 
unheard sound enters their ears. Some person down here is singing 
who doesn't sound bad at all. The sublime strums of a lute 
accompany it - both are the marks of a bard at work. 


The vivid light, as seen from the outside, comes from a copper 
chandelier hung from the bar's tall ceiling. There are no windows 
here. The stone walls had been slathered in a bold, dark paint, and 
the incomplete mural of a majestic flying-type soars above a small 
stage. Behind an unremarkable barside an autumn-colored 
Vileplume can be seen polishing glasses, and on the largest of 
booths facing the stage slumbers a huge dragon-type. The stairs 
going over the bar lead to the Tavern's rooms. 


There's the bard, but aside from their singing, there's nothing to say 
of them just yet. They're small enough to require a stool, their 
murkrow-like hat all but hides their identity from a distance. Their 
song soothes the two birds like a lullaby. 


Though compact, moody, and quite unoccupied at this moment, the 
Tavern warms their hearts nonetheless. It's where souls like them 
belong, where dreams come to slowly fade away. 


The Vileplume perks their head up as the two step onto the tavern 
floor. The red eyes from under the flower cap gaze at Braviary. He 
shoots back a smile. 


"Howdy!" Braviary shouts. "This a place run for independents? Been 
looking all around the blasted town somewhere to wind down." 


"You could say so." The Viileplume's voice feels unnaturally tiny. 
"We aren't owned by any guild. | welcome all business, no matter 
how... strange they look." 


It's the badge. It's gotta be Braviary's badge. Are they gonna turn 
them away because they don't recognize the meddlesome thing? 
Prinn shivers, he's gotta say something. 


"Hah, we may be strangers but | promise the only strange one of us 
is this guy." Prinn tugs on Braviary's poncho. "What's your name? 
Mine's Prinn and this is Braviary!" 


"Vileplume." 


Guess they didn't have a name after all. They could just not want to 
share it to these two oddballs. Either's fine by Prinn. He breaks 
away from Braviary and waddles up to the barside when a voice 
freezes him in his tracks. 


"You're uh..." They look towards the bird and gurgle something, then 
quickly shift to Prinn "Aren't you a little too young to be here, Prinn?" 


The question cuts straight into Prinn's heart. Do they think he 
hatched a day ago? He's old enough to have studied in Lapis Town, 
to have made a trek all the way to Scoria and chart the Obsidian 
Peninsula. Maybe he's not the greatest battler in the world, actually 
he might be the worst one to have shown up to the Scholar's gates, 
but he's got experience. He's got a dungeon under his belt for crying 
out loud! Where could this possibly be coming from?" 


"Young?" Prinn chuckles sheepishly. "Are you calling me a kid, sir?" 


"Listen to yourself right now, you sound like one." Vileplume 
gestures in their vague direction, a cup still in their hand. "No 
pokemon, unless they're some kid hoping to get in with the "grown 


ups" defends their age like you just did. | don't want hatchlings in my 
establishment." 


Twice today. First was the lady he heard from the tent, now this 
bartender. Prinn dips his head to the ground, quick to resign to his 
fate. 


"My pal here's older than he looks. He'd be a..." Braivary nudges 
Prinn. His voice pipes down to a whisper. "... what do you fellow 
evolve into again?" 


"E-Empoleon." 


"He'd be an Empoleon right about now if he were the battling type of 
fellow." Braviary spices his words with a jovial spirit. It's loud enough 
already - he'd hate to hear him off his rockers. " I'm an old soul, he is 
still full of youth. He's in this third tier of learning right now." 


Third tier? There were first and second tiers of learning? Did he 
mean to say he was a scholar or did he just pull the concept of 
tiered learning" out of thin air? He sure knows how to lie. 


"And o" 


Like a machine, Braviary marches up the bar, swipes the glass from 
Vileplume's hands and digs underneath his poncho. As though he 
had pulled it from thin air, a bottle of Enigma Wine appears in his 
wing. He pops off the cork instantly, fills the cup with dark liquid, and 
he beckons Prinn forward. 


Oh no. 


"Y'all say he's a kid, right?" Braviary bellows. "This stuff's really 
tasty, not the strongest, but it's sure not something you'd give to a 
hatchlin'. He'll chug this thing down right now to show you he ain't 
the wee little boy you think he is." 


Prinn laughs. A feeble laugh, like the squeak of a critter trapped 
inside the jaws of a beast. He's only drunk this stuff to show off the 
Scholar's trick, not because he enjoys guzzling down wine. He's too 
young; it's too strong. It may taste like Oran Berries to him, he can 
handle cups, but this is one big shot the twice size of what it should 


be. And either he drinks this, or they find a new place to stay. 


Protesting, squawking or otherwise complaining about Braviary 
putting him on the spot like this would result in destroying his 
partner's carefully made illusion. This is going to suck, but he's got 
to do this. 


He looks into the glass to see his weary face in the pitch-black 
liquor. The cup feels as heavy as a boulder he puts it to his beak. He 
shuts his eyes, puts his head back, and hopes for the best. 


It tastes exactly how it smells. The bittersweet sludge is a full blown 
assault to everyone of his senses, his whole face feels like it wants 
to collapse in on itself. But somehow, either through determination 
or some nascent steel-typing counteracting the poison, he manages 
to drink the whole thing. 


Prinn still puts on a signature smile as he returns the glass to 
Vileplume, and gives them a cheery wave for good measure - both 
to hide the fact he spit wine all over the carpet. 


"See?" Braviary points to him. "Told ya so, now are you gonna serve 
us here or what? Because we've been dying to find a roof to sleep 
under." 


After watching him gun the wine, Vileplume surrenders. They turn to 
face a wall cluttered with numerous bottles, and novelties. As they 
dig around for something back there Prinn scans the bar's display. 


A lattice rack spans the entire wall. Dozens of bottles are arranged 
vertical rows by their colour, forming what he'd describe as a 
sideways rainbow of liquor. Those drinks were vibrant, but they all 
appeared monochrome in the shadow of the scintillating feather 
framed above it. A feather which glowed with the intensity of a 
lantern yet produced no visible flame. Depending on the angle it was 
green and red; other times it was gold and orange. 


Prinn haS never seen such a feather, nor could he imagine what 
flying type it may have fallen from. His only guess would be a 
Skarmory, though their quills tend to be more rigid. They wouldn't be 
put on display lest it had grown into a particular alloy, it is a waste to 


have a Skarmory feather on show otherwise. They're better made 
into tools or fancy weaponry. It had to be an exceedingly rare 
pokemon, or a rare coloration of a pokemon he's all too familiar with. 
Fire typing would explain the glow... wait a moment, he thinks he's 
got it! 


"Mister?" Prinn calls out. Vileplume turns to face him. A copper ring 
with a plain key dangles from their hand. 


"The feather up there." The Prinplup points. "Did you get it froma 
talonflame? | don't think there's many of those guys in the Dusk 
Continent, it's too cold for them." 


"Nice uh... observation." Vileplume slides a key to Braviary. Are they 
ignoring him? "Two hundred, and the room furthest upstairs will be 
yours. There's a big bed, you'll be real comfy." 


Two hundred? He runs the mental maths, it would be about the 
same price as four orbs wouldn't it? A little pricey compared to 
Golduck's Place, though nowhere near the cost of Reviver Seeds. 
Those things fetch around eight hundred a pop. Leon was right, he's 
better off practising Bubble than going toe to toe with a grizzled bird 
for the cost of a four night stay. 


The price doesn't seem so bad for Braviary as he gleefully forks 
over Leon's hard-earned coin. He takes the key, stuffs it in the same 
unseen pocket where he keeps the rest of his precious things. 
Braviary looks oddly calm as his wing finds its way back to the bottle 
of enigma wine. He's fully immersed into his element now, free to 
chug away until his coin goes away or Leon rolls down to slap the 
bottle from his hand. 


"Don't need to go up there yet, do we?" Braviary peeks at Prinn. 


"Um, | don't suppose so." The feather; he can't stop thinking about it. 
"We still gotta wait on our friend, right?” 


"Right we do. He'll find us in no time." He takes a swig, his attention 
drifts elsewhere. "Vileplume was your name, right? You wouldn't 
believe what me and my pals here have been through these last 
couple days." 


"Really?" Vileplume returns to their glasses. "Other than the wing, 
you're not the most shabby pokemon to walk in here. Saw worse 
from guild-jobs-gone-wrong."” 


Braviary replies something, then laughs, and it's about then Prinn 
tunes out of the conversation. He is not part of it, they couldn't even 
answer him about the feather over there. It's frustrating, but hey, he 
won't have to worry about a room tonight. Leon's gonna be here 
soon, he only needs to pass time before he shows up. He looks at 
the two others in the room: the dragon-type is sprawled out on a 
booth facing the stage with a half-empty indigo bottle on her table, 
and the Minstrel is still humming atop of their stool. There's always 
the option of lying on one of the cotton booths, but sitting around 
sounds boring. He wanted to talk. 


Prinn takes one foot forward when he feels it. It's like he's suddenly 
in water, on a rocky boat. Moving makes him feel like he's about to 
fall over. He spots an empty seat on the corner-shaped booth the 
Dragon-type is on, and trudges over there. Prinn teeters side to side 
until finally plopping himself down on the seat like a shot glass. 


The Dragon-type didn't even say a thing about Prinn sitting next to 
them, in fact, as he looked over their way, their eyes were closed. 
The bipedal pokemon was on its side, its powerful legs dangling off 
the side of the couch, arms crossed over the red cape around their 
body. Thick, yellow scales cover their body like pieces to a plate 
armour, and their two tusks are the shape of axes. The largest of 
these plates, one which wraps around their shoulders to their chest, 
has been painted a stormy black tinge. Though it appears they've 
missed a spot straight above their left arm. 


Prinn gathers his breath slowly, each one of them over the course of 
the next few minutes steadies the metaphorical boat which his head 

had become. The music still trills softly, but the dragon-type has not 

said a thing to this new face. Curious, Prinn takes a long careful look 
at them. 


Their arms hide a badge: a semi-circle with four protruding points on 
the opposite end. It could represent a rising or setting sun, it's a 
matter of perspective. But it's not their badge he focuses on, nor 
their appearance, it's their everything else. There's a shocking lack 


of movement from the dragon-type. They could have been replaced 
with a life-sized statue and no one would bat their eye. Their red 
serpentine eyes were open the entire time, they too are completely 
still. A deluge of tears saves them from shrivelling up. Pokemon do 
not sleep this way. 


He can barely see them breathing... so they're not gone. He keeps 
an eye out on them as he turns the bottle around. Chesto Berries - 
are they trying to fix their sleep? 


"Leave the Haxorus be, she's in the space between worlds now." 


The acapella has stopped, the strumming slows. The minstrel raises 
his head to Prinn. He's a small flying-type with vibrant feathers. The 

huge yellow hat he wears conceals his body and a tiny lute which he 
manages to strum with his talons. 


"Sorry." Prinn slinks back into the cushions. "She's Haxorus, you 
said? What're you? You're the second bird I've met with a big hat 
who looks like they travelled from far away." 


His conical hat is pristinely made. The particular fabric keeps it from 
slumping over his eyes, and an elegant white trim skims all around 
it. A pen made from a skarmory's red quill is pinned to his hat, 
though its fine edge has been sanded off. Wouldn't want it to cut a 
wing off by accident. 


"I'm Chatot. No, I'm not the famous bossun of Wigglytuff's Guild, 
though | may be a distant relative of his - who can say?" He chirps 
heartedly. "Call me Minstrel, it confuses the Explorers much less." 


"Who's guild?" Prinn blinks. 


"Grass Continent. You'll learn about them sooner or later, they're a 
classic group - still going too. The town they're from is a real sight, a 
lot of you junior explorers visit there to tour the place. Since | go 
where the people go, you can imagine the confusion when the first 
Chatot they see isn't the one they read so many things about." 


His talons move up and down the stationary lute as it looks like he's 
slowly dancing. The sound he manages to produce is gentle on the 


ears. Somehow, it all works. 
"How'd you know | was part of a guild?" Prinn asks. 


"You're young, you wear a bandanna, you've even got a satchel 
too." Minstrel pauses to laugh lest he be thrown off his rhythm. "My 
dear friend, you look and sound the part of someone who's been 
freshly recruited. Sundown Guild by chance?" 


"No. | was hoping to get into the Scholar's..." 


"Oh, those guys." A hint of scorn spices his voice. "| hear their 
recruitment process is a real chore, it may hold the prize for the 
most strict I've heard of. If nobody's wished it to you yet: then good 
luck." 


He's not mentioning the number of pokemon he's seen come from 
the Scholar's downtrodden, which is to say, a lot. Prinn knows all 
about it. He's never known why. 


"Is there a reason why, do you know?" Prinn had to ask. 


"My guess is they've been wronged in the past." Minstrel clicks his 
beak. "Those are the rumours, anyways. | couldn't provide you 
anything bonafide if | tried. Sorry, friend." 


Sensing Prinn's disappointment, he immediately turns his voice to a 
whisper. Now his song has become three, ominous notes which 
thrum on repeat. The notes grow quieter which each inch he leans 
towards them. Prinn gets out of his seat to lend his ear. 


"Say... your friend there, Braviary." 


Prinn nods silently. The feathers on his neck stick up as a sense of 
trepidation comes over him. He's about to learn something very, 
very important. 


"I know this Braviary of yours. It's impossible to mistake his sort of 
character. He was known for taking independent jobs and spending 
it all here poisoning himself. If anyone came in here wearing a 
badge he'd shout, sometimes he'd even spit at them. It's why 
Vileplume gave you such a hard time at the door. It wasn't about you 


- it was about this problem customer." 
"What happened?" Prinn whispers back. 


"About three weeks ago. It could be more, | don't keep records on 
me. | was here playing my tunes when he looked more off than 
usual. He kept touching his badge like he was afraid to lose it. After 
a while, he got up. He buys a bottle from Vileplume, leaves his coin 
purse on the bar, then he leaves forever. Nobody noticed he was 
missing nor cared he was gone." 


Why would he be touching his badge? Was it related to its ability 
they're all bashing their heads together to figure out? Could it still 
work? Prinn's head is swamped from thinking about it all. It may just 
help to say what he knows. He quickly fires a look behind him, 
Bravairy's still distracted. 


"I... um, found him on a beach, he looked like he was there for a 
really long time." 


He remembers Garl's laughter, treating Prinn's exact story like it was 
one elaborate ruse. On the other hand, this no-one bard listens to 
his every word. They're both curious, two souls thinking in tandem. 
Prinn continues. 


"He swears up and down he doesn't remember a thing. | believe 
him. He's even done work for the Scholar's Guild. So if he hated 
guilds like you say he did, then he must gotta be telling the truth. He 
remembers nothing..." 


"Not even his name?" 
"No, not even his name." 


The bar's door swings open as footsteps trudge their way down the 
old stairs. It's Leon, with a truly grim look on his face. Braviary 
shouts his name and the Smeargle drags himself over to him. He 
says something to the old bird before claiming a bottle of blue wine 
as his own. 


"Relic's Song," Minstrel curses, "rules out him being a Beached. He 
probably got smashed, so drunk he forgot everything..." 


"He's a what? What do you mean he's not..." 


Minstrel looks over the Prinplup. His expression changes to a joyful 
smile as two pairs of footsteps come closer. His playing picks up in 
pace. 


"If Braviary had a tab, then Vileplume may well have his name. Try 
asking them, they're not the type to poison someone's drink for 
asking a question.” Were the last words the Chatot could whisper 
before raising his tone, and voice. "Sorry you two, I'll be taking 
requests again at the show tomorrow!" 


Prinn looks towards the approaching Leon and smiles. He makes 
this particular smile anytime he doesn't know what to feel or think. 
The Smeargle looks his way, like he's about to remark on Prinn's 
expression, then he drifts back to the Minstrel. Prinn's ruse past the 
leon test. 


"It's fine." Leon answers for them. "What are you doing here, then? 
This goes for the both of you." 


"Just uh..." Prinn starts. 


"| was teaching him about the Relic Song." Minstrel completes his 
sentence. "The tale is as old as time itself, maybe even the longest 
as well. We were only a fifth through it, and | had to cut the singing 
portions." 


"Yes, the Relic Song, the oldest recorded story. The singing portions 
are said to be the foundation for the spoken language." Leon flashes 
a smirk. "I've read all about it.. Since you're a bard | assume you 
pray to its author? 


"No... I'm just your average Minstrel.” Minstrel laughs, his feathers 
plume like a nervous child. "You?" 


"Articuno." Leon answers. "This continent would be frozen over if not 
for her." 


"I sing praises to Nobody, I'm my own free bird." Braviary shrugs. 


"A-And | haven't found anyone yet." Prinn stumbles. 


"Zekrom." 


A fifth voice enters the scene. The Haxorus, her eyes wide open, 
stews from her death-like slumber with a guttural snarl. She weakly 
reaches for the bottle next to her. 


"You can't call yourselves free spirits if you don't follow the stead of 
the Great Knight!" Haxorus takes a swig of Chesto. Her eyes flutter 
afterwards. "He'd turn your precious bird to ash if he were still 
here... he'd expel all these..." 


"Halcion, how many times do you talk about him? He's a fairytale, 
and if he were real, he's as gone as the wind." The joy and mirth in 
the Minstrel's voice starts to falter. His expression is a worried one. 
"Did you sleep at all?" 


"| could hear you two yapping... | heard everything about..." Her 
words begin to slur, the bottle slips from her hands onto the table. 
The strength which awoke her is leaving, and before she depearts 
she points one of her claws to Braviary, freezing him in place as she 
musters the energy to speak her final words. 


"Baleful outsider... Faller... meddlesome Cho-" 


She does not finish, she crumbles back into her seat, barely 
breathing. It takes every last ounce of Prinn's restraint to not shake 
her awake after departing them with such an omen. The silence is 
palpable. 


Prinn has no words to say about Haxorus, this Knight she mentioned 
on the other hand? Ancient and fabled adventurers are right up his 
lane! He loves those lofty tales, the kinds which begin with 
burgeoning friendships then end in fantastical glory. He could go on 
for hours about the ones he's heard from the people who visit Garl's 
place, but this mystical knight eludes his memory. He must be 
mighty special to have a loyal fan who's as high ranked as Halcion - 
if that's Haxorus' name. 


"My apologies!" The moment of silence ends for the trio when 
Minstrel finally squawks. "Halcion's ill you see, you'll have to excuse 
her if she butts in. I've been keeping an eye on her just in case any 


dastardly pokemon feels they could snatch her badge." 
"Ill with what?" Leon asks. 


"No clue. I'm betting something happened during a dungeon romp. 
Halcion has been able to get up when she needs to, but I've never 
seen her awake for more than an hour at a time." 


"Sounds like she's in one heck of a sleeping spell, or took a bite 
outta somethin’ foul." Braviary chimes in. "Sure you're not putting 
her to sleep with your music?" 


"No!" The Chatot almost shouts. "My music isn't so boring, | promise 
you have little to worry about. I've practised well enough to keep 
spells from slipping into my music". 


"| never said | was worried about her." Braviary snorts. 
"You insensitive drunk." 


Three words were enough to make Braviary explode. He bolts 
forward, but is caught by Leon who keeps him from flattening 
Minstrel. His glare could cut steel. 


"What did ya say, feather-for-brains?" He wrestles in Leon's arms. 
"I'd only need one wing to squish your body into that dumb hat of 
yours!" 


Minstrel goes as pale as snow, but after catching his breath he bids 
Prinn a faint nod. Turns out he was right after all: this is the Braviary 
he remembers. Calling him a violent drunk after insulting him to his 
face may be a stretch, but it lends Minstrel's tale a shred of much- 
needed credence. 


Leon seizes the reins of the situation, literally as well as 
metaphorically. He stuffs a half-empty Enigma Wine in Braviary's 
wing. The codger nearly stumbles back into Leon's arms as he leads 
the birds away from each other and pats him on the back. 


"You've clearly had enough for today." Leon comforts him. "How 
about we go check your room out? We still need to talk." 


Braviary grumbles, yet he clings to Leon like some lost child. The 
Smeargle motions Prinn to tag along. 


Prinn looks back to the bar for a final time. Vileplume is still there, 
still polishing their dishes, sorting the bar's collection. The golden 
plume taunts him with its radiance, however, it's the thought of 
Braviary's tab which couldn't leave his head. He's gotta know. 
Braviary can't be some nameless nobody, and if it's an old name, it 
may be of use to get his act together. A name will change 
everything. 


"Don't worry about the tab." Minstrel's voice speaks through his quiet 
music. "| know the big flower more than anyone, you go to your pals 
instead." 


A weight is lifted from the Boy's shoulders as he breathes a sigh of 
relief. 


"Thanks." 


Minstrel winks back. 


Like the bar below the room above is clad in a shade of indigo. Their 
one bed is nice. It's huge, made entirely from packed together cloths 
- enormous step up compared to sleeping on the floor. There's also 
the comically huge chair by the window which two Prinn-sized 
pokemon could sit shoulder to shoulder, the "lamp" on the bed that's 
obviously a pyramid-shaped lampshade resting atop of an Orb 
(probably Lustrous) and the extra, extra-wide barrel squished into a 
towel-laden corner. 


Leon immediately goes for the window, looks outside, then turns to 
the chair. It takes his full might to force it to face the bed, afterwards 
he throws himself onto it. The Smeargle's eyes are of a worried 
man. 


"Lock the door, take a seat." He motions towards the bed. "The 
Haxorus downstairs can't hear us, but it'd make me feel better if you 
kept your voices down. We have some things to go over." 


Bad things, or very little good. They set themselves on the edge of 
the bed with varying degrees of trepidation and the bag Braviary had 
been carrying rattles onto the floor. Braviary keeps his head up, 
Prinn quivers with dread. Leon knows them enough not to put the 
boy on the spot, he initiates the discussion elsewhere. 


"Braviary." The bird shudders when he hears his name called. 
"We're in a tavern room now, so you held up one half of your 
bargain. Now what about the other?" 


"The psychic stuff?" 


"Good, you remembered." There's a hint of joy when Leon says this. 
It fades like a gust. "Did you learn anything new?" 


"Well..." The bed creaks as he shifts in place. "| got my noggin 
checked by a floaty little fellow named Judeau. We didn't get to the 
nitty-gritty as they didn't pick apart my head yet, but | had gotten a 
quote so if | came back some other time they'd give me the proper 
gander. They were real certain | was... a... erm..." 


He makes snapping motions with his wing. The alcohol appears to 
be wearing off. If Prinn's short stint is anything to go by, then in the 
next ten minutes he'll be having a headache. 


"Right, the word they used was 'Faller'’." 


The word is intimately familiar to Prinn. Visions of oft-told tales flood 
into his mind; adventurers blazing through the great beyond, finding 
fortune along their way; calamities forfeited by amnesiac heroes. He 
experiences the same curiosity as when Halcion spoke about this 
brave Knight. Didn't she say Faller too? She was pointing to 
Braviary when she spoke. 


"More specifically, they called me a "Beached" though they 
reckoned there's no difference between the words other than the 
fact | woke up on a shore. They're claimed to be fellows who 
wandered too long in those Dungeons. Something about those 
places that scrambles your mind - there's a good chance | may have 
been one of them idiots." 


A rare moment of self awareness, possibly spurned from one too 
many drinks. Or maybe he's opened up to them? They're a team 
here, forced by circumstance. 


"That's one explanation." Leon inhales, "It's been known to happen 
but it's still in extreme cases. People are usually taken by the 
Dungeon first. Did they say anything else?" 


"Nothing of note." Braviary shakes his head. "Gonna check the 
Library when | get back to see if they've got something on Beached 
pokemon. May as well make use of it while I'm still a guest there.." 


"Good idea." Prinn chirps. "Froslass can find you about anything, it's 
her job.." 


"And you, Prinn?" He made the mistake of speaking, now the 
Smeargle's curiosity is upon him. "Did you learn anything?" 


He is on trial for a name and another potential explanation for his 
feathery companion's being. But one theory is enough for Braviary's 
plate, the toll it took on him was evident in his nosedive in tone. He's 
stopped grumbling, he's not insulting anyone - he's reflecting on 
himself. Until he has a name to pin with this theory it is not worth 
fogging things up.. 


"Nope." He chirps. "Just wondering about a fairytale, | think Froslass 
may have a book about this Knight Guy." 


His discovery was mundane compared to Braviary. The secret Leon 
had been saving was sure to shadow both of their little discoveries. 
They're all waiting, hoping for the best, or expecting the worst. Leon 
folds his arms, his tail nearly grazes the couch as it flicks in irritation, 
and he lets loose a sigh which could silence a whole army. 


"It's Eileen's Mom, and she's a member of Sundown Guild." 


Instantly, without need of clarification, the three of them knew what 
this wrought on their investigation. Even Braviary, who would 
ordinarily be one to shout from the clouds every single gripe he had 
with guilds, becomes silent. This investigation goes from finding a 
thief, to them becoming the threads to keep two guilds from falling 


apart. It is too much. The only thing on Prinn's mind was the 
inevitable day where he breaks the news to his dearest (and until 
now) only friend. 


All Prinn can do is keep his head in his flippers and think this 
through. Don't blurt out the first thing which comes to mind, he 
reminds himself, let Leon speak. 


"Mienshao, Eileen's mother is high in rank, so she's high in skill." 
Leon flicks his tail towards him. "As Prinn had pointed out, Eileen 
has been more worried about her family than usual. This had led us 
to believe the mail - her only correspondence - had been tampered 
with. It hasn't. Her mother has been sending more than usual, 
seemingly every other day, at around the same hour. She could 
have easily gained the information she needed to coordinate a swift 
theft on our winery with information she's gathered through her 
private letters to her daughter." 


Warmth fills Prinn's little heart. A dash of satisfaction, and success 
reignites him as he lifts his head up. He remembers the 
conversation behind the guild as clear as day. What Eileen said 
there is the key. 


"Yeah. She said to me that her mom had been asking about the 
guild more." Prinn speaks up. "Her father was big in the guild, her 
mother would have to be too, right? She didn't say anything other 
than it was personal, so it could be her mom's not happy she's gone 
to a different guild?" 


"And your ‘lil fellow, the Guildmaster." Braviary joins in, the drinks 
have not slowed his wisdom. "He said something about poaching 
being forbidden grounds, or at least shunned on. Eileen is part of 
you guys now and her mom can't do anything to get her out of here - 
anything other than cause a ruckus that is. She has a motive." 


"Mienshao is sending out mail, right?" Prinn steps closer to Leon, 
looking up to him on the big comfy chair like he's royalty. "Eileen 
said it was by Murkrow, and | didn't see a..." 


"Murkrow Mail is specific to the Dusk Continent, dark types who 
travel by night. So it's why you didn't see any. But | had it on good 


word she was a regular to Pelipper Post and it's where | found her." 
Leon rubs his forehead. "| was told she always sends out her mail at 
night..." 


Leon's face palming turns into a face slap. 


"By her grace ! She goes there to turn her jobs into Pelipper Post 
and wait for her Murkrow to show up." A groan rises from deep 
within the painterly pokemon. "She wants people to think the 
Pelipper Mail's involved with this. It's her throwing us off." 


"This is less about the wine, more about the reputation ain't it? 
Guildies accusing these mailers of nonsense is gonna be a real 
blight on any fellow's reputation. " Braviary asserts. "Sounds like a 
wrap to me." 


"Not yet, | have one more thing." Leon holds a hand out. "When | 
spoke to her she said with a straight face she drinks Enigma Wine. 
So far I've only seen one bottle in Calico Town and it was in this bar. 
If Vileplume has no record of serving her a bottle, and Mienshao 
didn't purchase from us, then there's nowhere else she'd have 
gotten it other than from a barrel stolen straight from our backdoor." 


This moment of quiet pondering lasts longer than the last, as each of 
their minds each wander their own little worlds. Prinn's thinking 
about Braviary's memories, the missing merchant, and those bandits 
he had heard so much about though had seen no sign of. Earlier 
their backs were to a corner, now Prinn doesn't know what to think 
of their circumstance - simply that they're in a better position than 
where they were minutes ago. 


"W-what now?" Prinn warbles. 


A wave of malaise has washed over all of them. Leon has sunken 
into his seat, Braviary sprawls himself out on the bed coddling the 
Enigma Wine like a long lost son. This leaves him to stand like a fool 
while he waits for Leon's orders. 


"Sleep on it." He waves Prinn away. "Look for the merchant 
tomorrow, I-I don't know!" 


"But there's only one b-" 


With surprising dexterity for a brush on a furry string, he rotates the 
chair back to the curtains. The glow of Calico's lighthouse seeps 
through the windows, framing the face of an exhausted Smeargle, 
who glues his eyes shut. 


Now was atime for rest. Tomorrow is another day. 


Meant to come out a day earlier, but | got wrapped up in stuff, and 
Death Stranding kind ate away my attention. This chapter ended up 
way longer than anticipated, hope you enjoyed it and the lore. Been 
fun to give Prinn some more focus. 
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Chapter 13: 13 - Allies and Memories 


Leon asks some questions around Town, Braviary gets his noggin 
picked through. 


A line of paint draws over the right of the canvas. It hooks around, 
cracking and wavering all the way to the top of the canvas. A finger 
touching the wet paint creates the hooks and crevices while a thin 
brush transforms the green globules into patches of moss. The 
crude image of a cliff forms itself across the cheap material. "Not 
good enough." the painter tells himself, as he rips the canvass off 
and tosses into a nearby bin. 


Leon reaches down into an open duffle bag, materials and paints 
are cluttered inside. Where is it? He finds pigments, smaller 
brushes, even a stone knife, yet his hands can't find the canvas to 
draw on. The Smeargle spits. That chicken-scratch cliffside will be 
his last. Until he finishes his job he's out. 


The ultra-wide barrel next to him is partially full.. He dips his tail into 
the murky water, watching as the green tincture swirls into a verdant 
spiral. Maybe he'd ought to give up on shapes or lines; start 
throwing splotches of paint at the walls. It'd vent out the frustration 
better than making it, because the miasma of colours spinning in 
front of him was more beautiful than any landscape he could muster. 
Painting is not his thing, but Smeargles need to practise. Not for art, 
nor to exercise their brush-ended tails - it's for survival. 


No one can sketch mid fight unless they sketch regularly. As shabby 
as all his artwork is, it serves to keep him alive. Each torn up, 
abandoned painting is a measure of the care he gives his body. 
Something which, frankly, Braviary should ought to do more. He had 


to wrestle him to get him to take off his poncho so he could wash out 
all the grime they collected in their travels. The amount of nonsense 
he was able to stuff inside there was appalling. He had holes cut into 
the cloth between the inside and the exterior. The Elixir was there, 
his bottle was always pressing up against his side. Can't live without 
the bottle within wing's reach. 


Braviary's hat, unfortunately, will have to stay dingy.. Getting him to 
surrender the hat is a whole orideal, washing it might actually incur 
the old bird's wrath. 


Leon washes his knit cap alongside his cowl, which has been waxed 
specifically for long travels like these, only requires a little dunk to 
get the bits of dust clinging on to it. He said he'd take half an hour. 
Leon finished in a quarter, and there was still plenty of time to get a 
painting in there. His training, unless Prinn bums him to teach him to 
shoot, was over for the day. 


A massive wall stood in their way, their guild's entire reputation 
teetering on their backs, but it feels good to pretend this wasn't the 
case. An increasingly exhausted Smeargle, an amnesiac old man, a 
young boy - just three ordinary fools searching for a merchant. A 
merchant who is a member of one of the largest trade families 
around and... 


Nothing about this was ordinary, actually. 
Why send him to study this infernal badge? 


Downstairs, the music Leon has come to associate wtih the tavern 
fades. Where its musician would be a not4e stands in his place: "I 
shall return at dusk, when the Daybreak Guildlights its tower. Get 

your requests ready, and bring a pocketful of change!" 


Does the venue not pay him? 


And in the very same spot sleeps the Haxorus. Someone, this being 
the Minstrel, has been kind enough to cover her eyes with his bright 
yellow hat. 


"Hey! Leon!" Prinn speaks up, being the loudest thing in the tavern. 


"You were pretty quick!" 


Across the tavern is Braviary, glowering at him from the barside. The 
smell of berries and bad drinking habits fills the air. Leon hauls over 
to Prinn, stopping. He tosses the boy his little cravat, and he catches 
it in his beak. 


"Yes, | work fast. | already ate and Braviary seems in order..." Leon 
glances at the Bird. "Are you ready? We've got either a longer or 
shorter day ahead of ourselves." 


"Ready? Are we gonna leave?" Prinn frowns. 


"No, we aren't leaving unless it's an emergency." Leon comforts him. 
"We're going to look around for news of these bandits of yours.. 
Same operation as yesterday." 


"Oh... and what about training? And the thing Braviary talked about 
last night with the psychic?" 


"Unless | misheard him he didn't sound too motivated to head back 
there." Leon glances at the bar. " We have a job to do and we 
shouldn't let personal affairs get in the way too much. Training you is 
lower on the list of priorities. It's now a bit higher as of last night. 


Prinn shudders, dread fills his beady eyes the second Leon reminds 
him of their circumstance. "R-Right." He looks to the side. 


Tough luck, and Leon was starting to like Lycanrok's apprentice. But 
if she has the potential to leak anything to a dangerous foe, then she 
may very well be expelled or worse - brought to a faraway bastille. 
Neither of which anyone wants to come to pass. 


"It won't come to blows, she won't hurt you." Leon thinks of anything 
to comfort him, but the words are still difficult to find. "Eileen is your 
friend. | hear you're always with her whenever she's off job in Scoria 
Town. | don't think she'd want harm to come to her daughter by 
hurting you." 


"Are you sure?" 


Eileen's letters are in his hands or they confront Mienshao 


themselves, they won't know the depths she's willing to go to defend 
her guild or child. He could try to speak with her once more, stake 
out the docks again, but he's already shown his hand once. Inquiring 
at the Sundown Guild's doors is too risky, there is nothing he can do 
besides hope Mienshao is a decent person. 


The fur rises on his back. The Haxorus! He gets out of the chair, 
shakes the brush on his tail, and shines a light straight under the 
Haxorus' hat. Prinn holds a flipper over his beak.. 


Nothing from her, not a murmur or a shift in her breath. She's out 
cold. She was not here anymore, she did not hear them running 
their mouths off. Too close 


"-think we should talk about this some other time." Leon sighs, his 
hands still shaking. "Upstairs, preferably. Just not now." 


"Not... now?" Prinn finally breathes. "I-uh..." 


Prinn is about to say something, then he glances at the slumbering 
beast. He shuffles out of the booth, and whispers to the Smeargle. 


"| kinda look the most like we're from the Scholar's Guild, you do 

too... but you're sneakier than | am." Prinn slides a compliment in 
there, a sure sign he's about to ask something of Leon. "I can't go 
around asking people if Eileen's mom is around here. Maybe you 
should think about wearing something like Braviary. Y'know, less 

green and Scholar-like." 


Leon only has enough for food, shelter and this psychic 
appointment. He can't afford to spend it on tailored clothes unless 
he wants to cut a few holes into his duffle bag then call it a poncho. 
His cloak's green on both sides, he's gonna look especially stupid 
without his cap unless he styles the plume up there into a proper 
shape. He wasn't a stylist. If only... 


His answer's right there. 


He pries open his bag, slides off his raincatcher, doffs his hat, and 
frantically stuffs both of them inside. 


Braviary's staring at him from across the bar with one raised 
eyebrow, Vileplume pretends not to see the Smeargle disrobing, 
everyone's wondering what his plan is. Leon leans forwards, then 
swipes the hat from Haxorus. Once he puts it on, he can't see worth 
anything past its garish, wide brims. Other than these gripes, he 
looks like a completely different poke with the amount of shade its 
casting onto his eyes. 


"See!" Leon smirks. He's a genius. "Familiar hat, but totally different 
Smeargle. How do | look?" 


Prinn doesn't comment, he's looking straight at the unconscious 
Haxorus. Her grizzly wide open eyes cast a chill down Leon's spin. 
It's too much for him to handle. No wonder Minstrel hid her gaze, 
nobody would want her gawking at them while they performed. He 
plucks his cap from the bag, and drapes it over the horrific visage. 


"I-I'll bring it back soon as | can." Leon can still feel those eyes from 
behind the knit curtains. It's like a spell, terrible. "This thing barely 
fits as is. How about you?" 


"I'll, um, stay here. If that's okay?" Prinn is visibly nervous. "I don't 
want to be seen around town, I'm kinda scared of being you know...' 


Spotted, yes. Braviary and him are strangers to their prime suspect. 
Prinn taps the side of his head like a clock, counting the seconds it 
takes for his little head to pull together a plan. 


"| could stick near here and find a place to practise shooting?" His 
expression turns to a smile. "| don't wanna just sit around till you get 
back." 


They're in a Tavern. With regulars like Braviary, they're bound to 
have dozens of empty bottles littering the back room. A dozen glass 
bottles doesn't bust the bank the same way a dozen bottles of wine 
does. Prinn probably just needs to ask. 


Leon shrugs. Why not let him do something in the meantime? 


"Oh, great!" He chirps. "After | eat, I'll take a look around! When are 
you going to be back?" 


Leon looks over. Half of Braviary's glass is missing, but he is not 
slurring. Goodness, he's gonna have to babysit him isn't he? He'll 
take Prinn any day over having to keep the wings of this 
meddlesome Pidgey off the bottle. Or maybe, he is so used to it at 
this point drinking was no different than water? Call this bird 
Skarmory instead because his insides must be made of Steel given 
the abuse they endure. 


He needs a name, because one of these days he will have too much 
and they will have to find out which brand new ghost-type is their 
former bird. Isn't that the psychic's job? To find Braviary a name - 
give answers to everyone's thousand coin questions about him?. 


He's not too sure how long a psychic evaluation will take? Ten 
minutes? An hour? Will they get side-tracked by pointless nonsense 
in the town? Going outside to ask about bandits may only take what, 
an hour of walking through the town? 


"We'll be back here before the tower lights back up." Leon bids 
farewell to Leon. ""That | can promise." 


"Oh, okay!" Prinn waves him farewell. Leon takes the raggedy 
poncho from the bag, then leaves, again entrusting his things to the 
boy. 


Braviary, slowly picking bites from a bowl of leppa berries, snags in 
one final bite before he speaks up. 


"Nice hat." Braviary nudges his bowl and bottle back to the 
bartender. "Where'd you get it?” 


Leon ignores this comment, and steps up to the bar. The silly 
looking hat enshrouds his eyes in shadow, his baggy eyes somehow 
looking more tired in the darkness. He waves Vileplume over. 


"Vileplume, is it?" he asks 


"Yes...?" The flower-hatted pokemon answers. There's a slight 
change in their voice, it's just the slightest bit more anxious. It's their 
"business" tone. Alot of vendors do this. 


"It seems you carry Enigma Wine in your establishment." He points 


to the rack behind them. A lone, dark-coloured bottle sits farthest to 
the right - a splash of monochrome on their rainbow-coloured 
assortment. "We three represent your supplier, and I'd like to ask 
you two questions if you don't mind answering." 


They polish a glass as they speak. 


"Interesting you should say that. Scholar's guild? They're the people 
who supply me." 


Isn't this place an independent establishment? Braviary wouldn't 
come to any place under investment or the partial ownership of a 
guild. They'd see his badge, hear his attitude, and kick him out 
within seconds. 


"We represent them." Like hewing a wooden carving, Leon chooses 
his words with a delicate hand. "We do not need a badge to show 
you this, we're independents serving in cooperation with the guild." 


"Then why did you come in last night wearing the colours of the 
Scholar's Guild?" They refuse to look the Smeargle's way. They're 
busy looking for things to make themselves seem busy. "That hat 
isn't yours, by the way. He's going to want it back." 


"He said | could borrow it last night, it blocks out the Guild's light 
much better than mine." Leon jests dryly. "I told you we are affiliates. 
Will you answer my questions, or will you not?" 


Braviary, who up until this point had been watching this unfold with 
the curiosity of an onlooker, faffs with his badge. It plops off his 
crumbly, burgundy-red hat, and he slides into the counter. The odd 
thing, a sharp diamond shape surrounded by golden winglets, 
shines under the dim glow of the plume on the wall. Though void of 
intricate detail the badge is an eyecatcher for sure. 


"If you're at all familiar with the guild we represent, then you'd have 
seen what the average fellow from there looks like." He taps the 
badge, causing it to teeter in place. "Would any fellow of these 
Scholars wear a badge, yet alone any one of them like ours?" 


It was a little risky of him to have brought attention to his emblem, 


but the seconds of silence from the cagey grass-type is all they 
need. Braviary nods at him, his eyes say "go for it." 


"| am not obliged to disclose where we stand within our Guild or 
where we are from, but | could tell you what authority it gives us." 
Library access, and little else, but he didn't need to tell them. "We 
represent your supply, and you should answer us." 


The "or else what" didn't need to be said - they knew what could 
happen to them. A precious brew, cut off. This is a decision these 
three idiots absolutely could not make, but for once, the absence of 
an official badge came useful. 


"I'm sorry." They set the glass down with a clink. "It's just your friend 
here, he... didn't strike me as all that important." 


"| ain't." Braviary cuts in. "Now are you gonna let Leon here ask 
those questions or naw?" 


There's a sorry silence. Vileplume trains their eyes on Leon, waiting 
impatiently. 


"Thank you, Braviary." He clears his throat. "We see you're in 
possession of Enigma Wine, and to save time on needing to ask for 
manifests, I'd like to know a rough estimate of how much you 
purchased from your supplier and if you had sold any bottles within 
the last week." 


Rather than go to grab any notes, they look to the skies. 


"We were given about Six bottles in total. They're pretty expensive 
on average, so we sell them by the cup instead of the bottle. Your 
friend was the last person to get a glass in the last couple days other 
than sleepyhead over there." 


Was that so easy? Leon wants to say, but professionalism is more 
important than a snide remark. Instead he bids them a "Thank you 
for your time" and taps Braviary on the shoulder. Without further 
word, Braviary snatches the garment which has been dangling from 
the Smeargle's arm the entire time, then slides it on, buckling his 
badge to it. Braviary leads the way to the morning sun, and Leon is 


not a moment behind. 


Berry vendors, gear salesmen, and even the Orb Lady are all here 
peddling their wares. It wasn't even noon, yet the plaza was already 
seeing its fair share of customers coming to and fro. In the back 
there were even a few of those green-clad workers, grass-types, 
munching away on freshly cooked berries on and around the same 
bench Prinn sat the night before. Not too far from them was the Orb 
Peddler, the peculiar glow pouring from inside her tent seeming as 
bright as the blue sky hanging above. 


There were many places to begin. The wide Rhyhorn chatting to 
explorers about gear may have heard a thing or two about outlaws 
from them, any number of caravan runners were just as good of a 
place to ask about highwaypokes. The second he sees the glow 
signalling the Peddler's presence though, Leon's feet involuntarily 
begin moving toward the tent. Braviary mumbles as they navigate 
the maze of vendors. 


"To tell the truth friend, you're none too shabby in that hat." Braviary 
remarks, a skittering Quilava carrying a basket of berries nearly trips 
up his feet. "Should | ask why you wanted to stay so hush-hush, or 
can | assume you actually wanna be an independant?" 


"| thought it was obvious, Braviary." Leon exhales, his frustration is 
leaking through. "For all intents and purposes friend, we're still part 
of those people until we work this job through. When we're back 
there, you can decide to go on your own if you want to. | won't stop 
you." 


"| wasn't thinking that." 


Oh? The buttery scent of fresh bread fills their nostrils as they stop 
in front of a lavishly-decorated cart. Leonn folds his arms, and stares 
straight into the big bird's eyes. He's waiting for the punchline to 
come, but Bravairy looks back, blinking. They're staring each other 
down like two drunks about to break into a brawl.. 


"Since when?" Leon remarks. "Are you planning to go 
independent?" 


"Even if | can't fly | still go where the wind goes. | make the best of 
what's handed onto my platter, and y'all seem to be giving me much 
to eat for the time being.” There is ever-so less hatred in Braviary's 
voice. "I'm a temporary guest. | plan to stay as long as | can." 


They didn't hire temporary applicants. The Scholar's Guild is all 
about getting the most fruitful, scholarly pokemon all under the same 
roof to conquer the unknown. Their Library is a tool; Guildmaster 
wants explorers who would make best use of it. Braviary is an 
exceptionwho came at the right time. He may be their first and only 
person to bypass the excruciating recruitment process because of 
the peculiar thing he keeps pinned to his poncho. 


They need a badge if they want to be recognized among their 
adventurous peers as more than a manor of shut-ins. A shame they 
could not pay a fire-type smith to forge them some replicas, they 
need the real deal if they're ever to go on big dungeon dives. 


"You're special." Leon states. "I don't think he'd have wanted you 
around weren't it for..." 


Leon looks around. Nearby, a Watchog in an apron monitors the 
duo, the gardeners appear to be packing up, the rest of the people 
here are just the common rabble. No guildies are to be seen. 
Whereas the presence of a guild was normally comforting it's now 
an omnipresent worry on his mind.. 


"Your badge." The Smeargle finishes his sentence. "Our guild 
doesn't typically offer people temporary spots, or memberships of 
any kind. Guildmaster would rather his members be more... 
permanent." 


"Why's that so?" Braviary steps closer, their stupid hats shroud them 
in darkness. "You reckon something happened?" 


As it would turn out, the troubles were obvious. Leon is not privy to 
them, he's only been part of them for three months now as a 
groundskeeper and general adventurer. He's taken no important 
jobs yet save for securing shipments, small Magikarp things. 
Dungeons are too dangerous without a badge, and other general 
equipment is much too difficult to come by ijn their town for some 


reason 


Yet there are still travelling merchants there, making the rounds 
back and forth, none of whom are in possession of the ever-so- 
elusive but direly needed dungeon supplies. 


Leon rubs his temples. 
"You've seen it too, right?" Leon sighs. 


"Your whole guild reeks of trust issues. It sounds like there was 
drama all over the place, waiting to erupt like a geyser." His flowery 
way of speaking is somehow reassuring. "| may be making 
mountains outta nothing, but | can smell it from a mile away." 


"Were you suspicious about Roserade?" Leon asks. 


"It seems like everyone is. Your Library lady's voice shifted 
completely when she brought it up. It was as though..." 


"She couldn't talk about it." Leon completes the bird's sentence. 
They're on the same road, suspecting the same thing. "Froslass 
knows our guild's history even more than our guildmaster." 


"Old wounds..." Braviary grumbles. "And then there's the absence of 
stuff in town. Hard to imagine we had to go on a three day journey 
just to find a place which sold those magic Orbs everyone's so 
crazed ‘bout. Prinn couldn't find stuff to train with." 


Calico Town has Orbs, it probably has Reviver Seeds and 
everything else an adventurer must have. There is no reason for a 
town famous for its trade not to carry such wares. So why does 
Scoria Town, so near by as to have a road connecting to it, receive 
none? 


It hits Leon like a brick to his head. Oh, Leon, you're an idiot! The 
words echo in his brain. The answer is right above you. 


"Our suspect... she's big in her guild, a "Five Point explorer"." Leon 
speaks, Braviary listens. "It is reasonable to assume she may have 
higher authority in her guild. She couldn't sway the whole guild to cut 
off a source of coin, but she may have had a part in whatever 


happened. This situation has been a long time coming." 


"Maybe she's acting on her own?" Braviary's Keen Eyes dart from 
place to place watching their backs. "You went on so much about 
reputations. Even if we're to reckon these are connected, cutting off 
your supplies is a clear message. If she’s caught she'll happily take 
the fall for everyone - and everyone's gonna think both guilds did a 
bang-up drop catching a villain who was hiding in a guild the whole 
time." 


"It's clever on the guild's part, it's bold on hers." A quick laugh, like a 
wheeze from the bird. "I think I'm more impressed than I'm 
intimidated." 


"You and me both." It would be too much for Leon to smile now, not 
until this was all over. "Let's get moving. We can ask Roserade what 
his problem is when we're back." 


Only one set of eyes is on them, and it's the red and yellow gaze of 
the watchog, wondering what these two were whispering feet away 
from their stall. He hears a faint rattle as Braviary digs into those 
hidden pockets, and a cold coin is slipped into Leon's hand. Leon 
grabs a bread, flicks the pokemon a coin, then takes a bite of the 
buttery goodness. Soft as a cloud, through crispy ontop, the paltry 
breakfast of two berries pales in comparison to this fluffy piece of 
paradise. A drink would be nice too.. 


"There was no time last night, but..." Leon finishes his bread, 
speaking between bites. "Do you want to catch a drink tonight?" 


His words invite fleeting life to the decrepit avian. "Assuming we 
don't embroil ourselves into some nonsense before the day ends, 
sure. We've still got work we need to do, questions which need 
asking and a noggin which needs poking through." 


He half-expects him to forget about everything the moment wine 
gets brought into the question. He's an amnesiac drinker bearing a 
childish grudge atop of being a huge idiot, but at least he's got 
focus. The bird deserves something for getting this far without 
shouting to the heavens how much he hates his arrangement, all 
Leon had to offer was a faint smile. 


A strong, flowery scent billows from out of the door flap. The glow 
from inside beckons forth curious travellers, a sure sign to Leon that 
even in the morning this phantom's abode was open for all to 
peruse. He bets she senses the two dolts standing outside her tent 
right now, expecting them to stop their gawking at any moment. 


He's not afraid, if anything he feels more calm than when they were 
upstairs in the Tavern - away from prying ears. His previous visit 
replays in his mind, filling him with confidence. 


"Can you wait out here?" Leon pokes Braviary with his tail. "She 
prefers one on one questions." 


"Maybe she'd make an exception, could you ask?" 


Braviary eyes keep moving, it's as though he sees something Leon 
can't quite notice. He was like this when they left the dungeon. 
Leaving him out here, even for a moment, would be a mistake. 
Somehowhe knows this, and flips open the door to hear the 
phantom's voice to beckon them. 


"Both of you, come now. " Her dark eyes peer from below her 
pointed hat, and her crooked mouth twists itself into a surly smile. 
"There's room for the three of us, and our odd hats." 


Braviary looks at the interior with awe. Where Guildmaster 
possesses the presentation - the Peddler's wares cloud it in its 
numbers. How any pokemon could cart these to and fro without 
cracking any of the delicate wares was a mystery to them, or maybe, 
the answer was she was simply not the far traveller they assume. 
Braviary beholds the collection like a Murkrow with gold in its eyes, 
but surprisingly, he manages to keep his wing to himself. 


Leon holds his arms behind himself, standing in attention of the 
phantom. It is a greatly different air from last night - almost casual. 


"| take it you changed your policy overnight." Leon jests. "Or are we 
part of the hatted mob, now?" 


"No. We haven't formed a mob. I'd be glad to enrol you into a 


contract should it strike thy fancy." She holds up an Orb from her 
desk, the ghostly lantern overhead makes the clear-blue crystal 
shine like amethyst. "Dungeons are the only places where these 
could be found with any manner of consistency; else the ground- 
types would've upheaved entire valleys by now. Adventurers are 
always a need." 


"Hey, wait." Braviary takes a break from his ogling. "Don't you have 
a partner? Me, this fellow, and another pal of mine made our ways 
through a dungeon a few days ago. It was dangerous the whole way 
through, can't imagine a pokemon storming one all on their 
lonesome." 


"Oh." 
A pause; as if she didn't mean to disclose this. 


"A clever bird you are." She still smiles at Braviary. "I've no partner 
to speak of. Those mysterious dungeons aren't as foreboding as you 
would think. If you're experienced, then a romp through one is no 
different than a stroll up a mountain. Just as dangerous, and 
manageable." 


"What do you two know about climbing mountains?" Leon snorts. 
"Both of you could have soared over it at a given time." 


"Not anymore." The Bird grumbles, something beneath his poncho 
twitches in rage. The Phantom on the other hand has no reaction. 


"Levitation varies from pokemon to pokemon." She makes it clear. "I 
cannot soar in the ways your friend here must have when he ruled 
the skies. The times | had made a mountain journey the height 
never dismayed me. It's either the potential of traipsing into a 
dungeon, or those irksome dwellers themselves which are equally 
stressful" 


"| plan my excursions ahead of time. | collect the orbs | can in a brief 
time, then use one to escape." She motions to the collection 
surrounding them. "I sell what | retrieve for a profit. Though, | will 
say the opportunity to speak with you brave sorts is rewarding in 
itself." 


There is no expression she has which is not some manner of grin, 
yet this time it is inextricably kinder than usual. She means her 
following words in earnest. 


"Any one of you could run my ear off for days on end, perhaps 
years, and I'd only hear half the breadth of an explorer's tales." 


Tales they've yet to make. Leon's life outside of his constant 
caravaning has yet to truly start, and now he's suddenly about to 
make moves which could cause it to come tumbling down. He didn't 
join so he could have his name in the annals of exploration history, 
nor was it to become stronger, or some altruistic motive. His 
reasoning for entering the Scholar's was so people could listen to 
him. It was not for the better pay. 


All the coins were worthless to Leon if there was no one to share it 
with. Losing any of his comrades means losing his reason to stay 
with the Scholar's. But should he leave the guild to become an 
independent traveller, these two fools would be with him. 


The thought brings Leon solace. 


"I'll letcha Know when we hear something or see somethin’ worth 
sharing." Braviary laughs. "Now, Leon. What did y'all bring us here 
for?" 


Braviary's voice yanks Leon out of his stupor. The Smeargle shakes 
his head, he grabs his tail out of instinct then lets it slump to the 
floor. A puny thud is heard before he speaks. 


"The same reason as yesterday, miss..." 


Leon lets the word sit for a second. The ghost glances at him like 
he's a fool. Alright, she doesn't have a name then . Species or 
otherwise, she's above moniker. 


"We're here to ask about recent trouble." The Smeargle picks up his 
speed. "It's not about the robbery this time. | need an assessment 
on local crime to help in our investigation." 


"You're worried about crime?" she laughs, "Sundown Guild handles 
all manners of protection and safety within Calico. Unless there's 


something more devious afoot than a wine robbery..." 


"There is." Braviary comments from over Leon's shoulder. He plops 
an orb onto the Peddler's table. "We've been lookin’ for a lost 
merchant. Considering whom she's working for, | reckon she doesn't 
have the same protection afforded to her by your precious Sun- 
buddies. She was hired directly by the Scholar's Guild and sent this 
way to drop something off. We didn't find any of what she was 
hauling here." 


"Which is odd to me, given the only fellow who has correspondence 
with her says she was meant to drop off the wares to Calico's 
Sundown Guild. But | reckon if it was just the guild she was 
supposed to visit, we'd have seen her around by now." 


Their Aromatisse was here to sell to the guild, so why isn't she 
around? She had to have moved on, Leon thinks. So if the guild's 
not selling any, and the only place left to purchase this wine was 
from the Hollow Dream's Tavern, then why go through all the trouble 
of stealing wine other than to send a strongly worded message? 


"It's not a brew you'd find here in Calico yet, but worth its price." 


The words of Mienshao repeat in Leon's mind. She had a bottle two 
days ago. On that day, either the merchant reached here from her 
head start or Mienshao had gotten to this town with a stolen barrel. 
Which one was it? Could it be both? It could not have been sent to 
the wrong place, so what on the good name of Winter happened? 


Do not let Mienshao off the hook for one tiny inconsistency, Leon 
reminds himself, ask about the Guild first. This tent has the perfect 
view of the entire square. 


"Oh my, a highway robbery is indeed devious. Your friend had been 
very forthcoming when he last stepped in my domain." The Peddler 
flicks one of the bands dangling from her head, brushing it like a lock 
of hair. "Am | correct in my assumption that the three of you are 
allied with the Scholars?" 


Leon looks between Braviary, then at the merchant. "We're 
technically independent." he murmurs. 


"And | am to believe independants hired by the Scholar's would 
know the things you've told me?" Her laugh is like one tiny thorn 
pricking into their sides. "| recognize you as neither from the 
Anomalous Society, nor the Sundown Guild. | thought it was wise to 
ask." 


The name "Anomalous Society" hints towards their purpose. It 
brings up familiar thoughts about those strange dungeons and the 
theories as to how they form. He's never made the journey to Lapis 
Town, but Leon knows a little water-type who is from such a place. 


"| ain't from any guild from around here, but until my folks contact 
me I've decided to partner up with the Scholar's for a patch." 
Braviary points his beak towards the hatted Smeargle. "He's the 
guildie here, I'm the nobody who got whipped up into this." 


"| assure you, feathery friend, you're not the only scholar here." The 
peddler giggles. 


"I'm sorry?" The bird raises an eyebrow. 
"Is there a purpose to these questions?" Leon asks. 


"Indeed there is. | happen to be acquainted with your Guildmaster. 
Who else do you think stocks his orb collection?" Her pride is 
audible. "| assure thee, everything you say here is safe with me. | 
don't want to see everything he's built be set aflame. | trust you will 
refrain from asking anything too ridiculous of me." 


"In other words," The smeargle continues. "Don't jeopardise your 
Ongoing business with the other guilds?" 


She nods, then resumes her sorting of wares. Spotting the new 
addition to her table, she rolls it across the desk, and her dark eyes 
examine it. 


"Now that our speaking terms have been firmly established...." she 
says, "Do tell me; what troubles your guild so? Spare me no detail." 


Leon clears his throat. He explains the robbery, the lack of gear, the 
poor girl who seems embroiled into this mess. Mienshao's supposed 
place in all of this. 


"Not only do we gotta worry about this," Braviary continues where 
Leon leaves off, "we still gotta find our Merchant who might be in 
danger of getting robbed by highwaymen. The girl's an Aromatisse 
from one of the big trade groups around these parts." 


"So when y'all put all these in a basket: Missing Merchant, Missing 
Wine, a high-ranking member of another guild trying to ruin us, and 
the possibility of them using trade to bleed us dry..." 


Braviary takes a deep breath, his feathers rustle like leaves ona 
tree. "We got our hands full with this circus, anything you can do for 
us would be a real help." 


What's with him and circuses? It's the second time Leon's heard him 
bring this up. 


"| can confirm outside of the one whom | purchased these incense 
from, | had not seen an Aromatisse of any kind come this way. 
Given your suspicions about the Sundown Guild, it's unlikely she 
would have received any manner of protection from them.+" She 
looks to Leon. "You're aware of this, are you?" 


"Quite aware, unfortunately." The Smeargle answers. "We're on our 
own out here." 


"I'll have you know the Sundown Guild has been relying on your 
guild's own trickery to measure others ever since their usual reader, 
Xatu, has not been seen in town for a spell." She lifts the orb into 
her appendage, then polishes it down with a loose blue cloth. "| am 
capable of similar readings. The Guild came to me first, but | refused 
to perform them out of respect for dear Xatu. Judeau wouldn't have 
work if | did." 


"| can make a personal inquiry about the Guild's readings, the 
associated wine, and the lady who was supposed to have delivered 
it. The souls of the Sundown Guild will be none the wiser." 


She's the only one out of everyone here who could get within 
reasonable distance of the Sundown Guild, and she's gleeful to lend 
her aid. They're not alone here after all. This phantom was as much 
an ally as anyone else from the Scholar's Guild. 


"When can we expect you to have this information?” Leon asks. 
"We'll be..." 


"In the Hollow Dreams tavern, come night." The Peddler cuts him 
short. "I'll have it by then, but for thy friend here." 


The Phantom stares at him in an odd fashion. Her expression is 
unchanging, her dark eyes are nigh-impossible to read, but he can 
see the golden reflection of a badge in her gaze. For the fraction of a 
moment, Leon could swear he sees a scowl from the shadow of her 
hat. Then like the snap of the finger, the mischievous mask is back 
on. She curls an appendage below her chin. 


"Interesting choice of Orb, though | expect a man of your experience 
would have his reason." She smirks at Braviary. "Two hundred, flat, 
and this Blowback Orb is yours to command." 


It's then Leon's reminded of who's holding onto his coin, but it's too 
late. He gives the coin, takes the orb, then stuffs it in those crude 
pockets inside his poncho. Braviary bids her a swift bow.. 


"Come on," He taps Leon on the shoulder. "We still gotta see 
Judeau." 


"Right." Leon mutters. The coin's replaceable. Who knows why he 
bought the orb in particular, it'll just be useful to have for either the 
bounties they'll claim or dungeons they'll conquer in their journeys 
ahead. 


Waving to the Peddler as they vanish behind the flap, her 
expression is the same impish mask. Something about her troubles 
him in a fashion which runs deeper than the internal struggles of a 
guild. She's not frightening in the slightest, though there must be a 
reason for such a forward show. Not even Braviary, who was 
seemingly the most perceptive of all of them, had anything upon his 
face suggesting he may have caught her slipping. 


So many secrets, so many disguises. And for what - who knows? 


Mienshao's advice stuck with him as much as any of her crimes. 
Now was no time to question his allies, not yet. 


Comparing it to the Tavern, the Emporium Braviary was leading 
Leon to was a tiny stone shack. Blue cloth is covering its thin glass 
windows, the drapes are plugging up every conceivable inch of the 
window where a tiny mote of the late-afternoon light could seep 
through. He would take it for a hermit's shack rotting away in the 
centre of town were it not for the sign erected near its door. An eye, 
drawn in blue, above it is a halo of glittering stars. Archaic script on 
the sign read "The Emporium", though good look finding anyone 
who read their chosen style of Unown. It could be the point, to 
perhaps seem more mystical than what it appears to be, but he’s no 
psychic. The text could give off an energy of some kind - who 
knows? 


When reaching for the handle of the painted wooden door, Leon 
stops him. 


"Did you notice it earlier?" Leon speaks. 
"Notice what?" 


Okay, so the old man didn't notice the Phantom's strangeness when 
she beheld his badge. Later he may tell him, or keep this all to 
himself. While paranoia sure is keeping him safe throughout all their 
adventure, it is only helpful in incremental doses. It can all be 
nothing. 


"Nothing," Leon shakes his head. "This is your appointment, do you 
want me there?" 


"If only to prove to you | ain't shootin the wind with this fellow for the 
next hour." Braviary jokes. "Come on in, you'll get cold out here. And 
there's a big warm couch in there waiting for a fellow to sink into." 


Braviary opens the Emporium's door to expose themselves to the 
wonderful stench of... some sort of incense. Words could not 
accurately describe it other than it was strangely pleasant, 
somewhat soothing, like raindrops on the window while reading in 
candlelight. It's a psychic thing, for sure. The scent was the final 
touch to the mysterious painting both the fine furnishing and the blue 
glow from the windows were trying to imagine. 


Since the person running this operation had turned tail, this left The 
Apprentice to start picking up the slack. A teal-coloured pokemon 
rose from the desk, their skin like clay, their eyes like sea glass. 
With a wave of their runty hands they greet the pair. 


"Good day to you Braviary, | didn't expect you to come back so 
soon." The Elygem's voice is clear, and warm. They make sure 
everyone can understand them. "| presume this is someone you 
travelled to Calico with?" 


"Temporary partner." Leon extends a hand, they give it a bump with 
theirs. "My name is Leon, and you are Judeau, right?" 


"Pleasure to have met you, Leon." After the gesture, Judeau cuts to 
the chase. "You're aware of your friend's circumstances are you? 
The manner in which he woke, the missing memories?" 


"| was the one who told him to get himself checked in with a 
psychic." Leon states. "I'm also paying for your services." 


Leon shoots Braviary a look at his poncho. He reaches under, then 
throws him a coin purse. He catches it. It's gotten quite lighter in a 
very short time. Judeau's work better not cost him a criminal's 
bounty or there will be many less drinks for the night. 


"Ah, good, there's a flat hundred upfront." Their big head turns to 
Braviary. "Depending on how deep you want to go, Braviary, there 
will be the appropriate fee after your session." 


"I'm only looking to confirm whether or not there's actual memories 
there. | have no interest in long-lost birth parents, or embarrassing 
memories I've locked away.." He shivers, the room is hardly cold. 
"Just a brush over. I'm still not comfortable with the idea of anyone 
picking apart my noggin." 


Explains away why he wants him in here. The presence of someone 
familiar - a friend, or ally - makes the eventual dive into his head 
much easier. Braviary is going a step beyond for Leon and for this 
investigation. It nearly makes him believe Braviary's not a complete 
travesty. 


"| can do that." There are "rooms' in the backs, parts of this small 

shop curtained off into makeshift rooms. It would look terrifying and 
sterile were it not for the fact the curtains are plastered in a layer of 
starry glitter. "Take a seat in the back, or the couches, your choice." 


Having mentioned the couches earlier, the bird slouches over to the 
furthest one. His body goes limp the second it touches the cushions. 


Leon grabs a fistfull of coins and Judeau whisks a hundred of it 
away from his palm. The money flutters like birds in the wind, 
stowing themselves away somewhere across the room. As payment 
completes itself Leon makes for the closer couch, keeping his tail as 
far away from the pristine fabric as he topples into its cushiony arms. 


It's comfy. 


"This may only take a few moments, Braviary." A tiny chair pulls 
itself from beneath the curtains, right under the floating pokemon. 
They sit within arms reach of Braviary's head. "Tell me when you 
want to go, or stop. Screaming is just as valid as saying no." 


"Screaming?" A single bead of sweat trails down Braviary's 
forehead. "You're not gonna hurt me, right?" 


"No, it won't hurt you in the slightest. It'll be fuzzy, like a dream. | 
suggest lots of water afterward." An invisible hand tugs on Braviary's 
hat, he immediately pulls it back onto his noggin. "Please take off 
your hat, and your badge. Steel-Types are famously resistant to 
psychic abilities, so are particularly well-made metals." 


Braviary slumps the hat off his head, and Leon's never seen a bird 
look bald. There are the feathery remnants of a once imposing crest 
having been eaten by age. What remains of his mane slicks back 
over his head in thin strands, growing fuller as they point downward. 
To the untrained eye, the yellowish plume of feathers behind his 
head may seem like part of his crest, but they're indeed their 
separate growth. Like the blonds are his actual hair - the whites are 
a weathering regalia. 


The badge he is not so willing to part with. He clenches it tightly, 
mutters in frustration, and removes it from his poncho with a snap. 


The symbol falls on the table between them, the round bottom 
causing it to wobble in place till it settles. The points on the 
diamond-shaped ornament hold them both at the end of a sword. 
Braviary shoots him an intense look - he'll know if Leon touches it. 


Tampering with the badge is entirely out of the question. He can at 
least take a good look while Braviary leaves for the other side. 


"Alright, did that." Braviary groans. "What more do you want me to 
do?" 


"| want you to put what you want to remember at the forefront of 
your mind." Judeau places their hands on Braviary's shoulders. "You 
won't be in complete control, no one can be, but you can steer me in 
the right direction and I'll follow suit." 


"Okay, basic memories, going with that." He draws in a deep breath, 
and clamps his eyes shut. "Maybe I'll try to fish up an adventure of 
some kind, see if | ever was ever who | think | am." 


"Good idea. Now please, be very still for me." 


Judeau rotates their hands to reveal three, shining gemstones on 
each of their "fingers". They begin flashing, shining different colours 
onto the face of an increasingly uncomfortable Braviary. Then 
there's a bright burst, and all life leaves the Bird. His body is caught 
in the cushions of the bed. Then judeau's hands move swiftly and 
precisely, like a pokemon weaving a loom. 


"| can't get a bite." 
Leon stands up. Whatever it is, it sounds worrying. "Excuse me?" 


"There is resistance where there shouldn't be, I've felt this only in 
other..." Their words are cut off. Their hands, instead of sewing 
motions, make those of pulling over and over. "The line is cast into 
his sea of memories. Something dark and full of regret snaps the 
cord, and my finds keep getting lost to the waters" 


"What does this mean?" 


Why is Leon scared? 


"Either he has an uncanny resistance to psychic interference, or 
there is a long lost, painful memory of his fighting my attempts to 
surface it." They move their hands to his cheeks, correcting 
Braviary's head towards the skies. "I could..." 


Judeau leans over him, their disproportionate head as close as it 
could be without brushing the fragile plumes of Braviary's mane. The 
lights flickering in their palms fade, followed by a click as their gem- 
like eyes shut tight. They focus intensely. 


Leon scurries around the table. He places a hand on the bird's 
chest, and keeps it there, feeling for the rise and fall of his lifeline. 
Whatever happens - if anything happens, Leon will be here. Then he 
hears something - neither the breath of Braviary or the psychic's 
murmurs - it is a shaking slowly rising in pitch. 


"The farthest back: | feel great joy, and his greatest pain." Whispers 
leave Judeau's invisible mouth. "He took a voyage across the 
Sea..." 


The rattling gets louder. It is not coming from Braviary or the 
Psychic. Leon pulls himself away and searches. 


"The flight is over, the joy returns. Many journeys follow. Then there 
is... pain again, terrible..." 


His ears track the source of the sound, it's on the table. Leon 
pushes orbs, cloths, trinkets aside but nothing stops the rattling. The 
last thing there is... 


"Joy from a bottle, fear from a badge." 


The Baage rattles in place, swivelling back and forth, scratching the 
counter it's on. It slowly centres itself. The diamond points not at 
him, but behind him - past the wall towards where they came from. 
Towards the Phantom? Is this thing warning them? He was never 
going to get an answer from the badge. The moment it passes its 
message it settles sideways, all the energy animating it is gone. 


"This terrible thing..." 


Judeau's eyes open, their hands are trembling. They grasp for the 


bird's missing wing and reach nothing, and struggle to the opposite 
couch like a wounded creature. Their eyes are of a person who has 
seen a hundred hauntings in a span of minutes. 


Leon does not wait for them to settle, he needs answers now. He 
dashes over to the couch, to shake the Psychic for all he's worth. 
What's going on? He hears Braviary stir. 


The Elygem, however, won't leave a customer empty handed. 
Before Braviary can fully course from his sleep, Judeau pulls the 
Smeargle uncomfortably close. 


"This isn't his first time." They whisper. "He wanted to forget ." 


14 - Fairytales and Debts 


Chapter 14: 14 - Fairytales and Debts 


Prinn talks to a Haxorus about stories, and gets a nugget of 
information. Chapter's bit shorter and rougher than usual. 


Staying in the tavern is the safest option, if Prinn's seen roaming 
around by Mienshao she will know something with the Scholars is 
up. Jeopardising their investigation this late into the mystery would 
really be a bummer. He's safe in the walls of this tavern 
contemplating places to go, thinking about his coastal maps he's yet 
to finish, waiting around for a "sleepyhead" to wake up. 


Something is weird about Halcion. Clearly she can hear some 
things, she could be very well aware of the Prinplup kicking his legs 
next to her but be too weak to even speak. What can he do to help 
her? He is no healer; he especially isn't an expert in sleeping spells. 
If Leon's tail torch shining in her face couldn't wake her then there's 
nothing the three of them can do. 


But dammit, he really wants to know about Zekrom. Nobody's gotten 
nowhere if they don't try. So he gingerly reaches out to the Haxorus, 
touching one of her heavy, armour-like scales and gives it a good 
poke. 


Apparenily it was all anyone had to do. 


Prinn skitters away and watches the hand reach for something. 
Right, the bottle! Prinn steps up to the table, sliding over a mostly 
empty bottle of Chesto Wine into the Haxorus' claws. Like a 
machine, she chugs what's left of it all the while blinded by the cap 
over her eyes. 


Her cough sounds like she's about to hack up two weeks of a meal 


on the spot, but she keeps it all in. Tearing off Leon's cap, she gives 
the Prinplup sitting next to her a killer glare. 


"How long have you been sitting there?" 


Prinn taps his flippers together. Minutes? An hour maybe? Leon and 
Braviary left a tiny bit ago. Somekinda humming noise comes from 
his beak. 


"Don't answer that." 


Halcion tosses the bottle towards the stage, and by sheer miracle it 
doesn't shatter into a thousand pieces. She looks at the hat in her 
hands. 


"What's this?". 


His thoughts are out the window, gone to the wind. There are four 
spines on her badge, four marks denoting just how many times 
better she is than him. His short legs go weak, his flippers tap like 
the beat of a drum. Gosh, say something! 


"Um... | dunno?" Prinn blurts. "It was there when | got here. Maybe 
someone borrowed Minstrel's hat?" 


The Haxorus pauses for what seems like hours. Her red eyes, like a 
monster out of a storybook, are staring straight into his heart. She's 
gonna pulverise him. She'll turn him into paste if given the reason. 


"Well they've better bring it back." She mumbles, throwing the cap to 
the floor as though it were a rag. "Minstrel's a nice little birdie. 
Apparently he can be real feisty when he's angry, numbingly loud." 


"Really? He sounded nice when | got to talk to him earlier - 
yesterday earlier." Better tuck the fact in there, don't want her 
thinking he stole a hat. "He talked like he knew you. Does he 
actually?" 


She stretches out. Small pops, like a crackling fireplace are heard 
throughout her scales. She's a fallen statue, shaking off decades of 
wear as it hoists itself upright. 


"We're not partners." Her eyes take this moment to rest. She's 
squinting and fluttering over and over, never fully looking his way. 
"This is my spot, | come here a lot because my guild doesn't own it. 
It happens to be a venue he frequents. | like to hear stories and 
songs, he likes to have company. We got stuck together like Plusle 
and Minun." 


"Stories?" Prinn inches closer. "I like stories too!" 
"Of course you do, you're a kid.” she scoffs. 


Right there, right in the heart. This is the third, maybe fourth time in 
the last two days! Can someone cut him a bit of slack already? His 
cheeks are puffing up like balloons, he's about to burst after all of 
this nonsense. 


"If you want me to do a job for you, go ask anyone else. As you can 
see with your pretty eyes, I'm currently bar-ridden. Until this fugue 
passes I'm stuck here." She's projecting hard enough to light the 
whole town. "Pull it together and sign yourself up if you want a job 
done so bad." 


The steam is rising, his head feels like it's on fire. He can't contain it 
anymore. He practically bursts out of his seat. 


"| don't want to join your guild!" Prinn can't stop himself.. "I-I'm an 
independent - so who cares? | heard you last night, and I-I just 
wanna ask about what you were talking about! Why does everyone 
treat me like I'm stupid?" 


His idea of "snapping" was like a hatchling breaking a twig in two, 

harmless, laughable, and looking utterly pathetic before this grown 
pokemon. What is he thinking, is she suddenly going to ignore his 
age and treat him rightly? He's acting like the idiot they all think he 
is. 


Something salty splashes onto his beak: a bitter, pathetic tear. And 
is he snivelling too? How can he get. Prinn holds his flippers to the 
ears to blot out the noises he's making. He can't take this. Prinn 
needs something to focus on, to stop and just think! 


But he can't, there's no way off this wagon. More nonsense, more 
shouting, are on its way out of him. 


Then like a hand, or boulder crashing down, Haxorus' heavy tail 
finds its way on Prinn's chest and forces him back into his seat. 
Wherein he shrivels up, practically folding into the booth like a blob. 
His breath slows, his tears stop, and for a minute he sits there - a 
blank look upon his puffy face. It took one nudge for everything he 
was once thinking to go scattering to the winds. He doesn't know 
what to say all the way until Haxorus inevitably flicks her tail away 
and speaks for him. 


"I've gone way too long hearing everyone say what's important to 

me is nonsense, a fairy-tale, stuff you tell hatchlings to bore them to 
sleep." She speaks. "You don't need people to decide what's worth 
your time, it's not my business or anyone else's. People will dismiss 
you no matter what, but joining their wagon will take you nowhere." 


"Minstrel acts like he's above the stories | like, but he's the one who 
comes here every other week with new material for me to sink my 
teeth in." Halcion snorts. "The fickle fool..." 


Anger doesn't go away instantly. Hate has a habit of staying there, 
pecking away at its victim. Halcion's words are the reminder Prinn 
needs to get to why he awoke her in the first place. Prinn takes a 
breath. 


"He-well he seems smart." The Prinplup takes his time speaking. 

"Um, what stories are you interested in anyways? | heard you last 
night. You looked and sounded like you were still asleep, but you 

were uh..." 


"Aware?" She chimes in. 


"Yeah..." Prinn scratches his head. He distinctly remembers Halcion 
with her eyes wide open, pointing to Braviary as she growled 
nonsense. "You were pointing at people and everything, it was 
weird." 


"It's that bad..." 


She stares off to the side, mouth moving, though never making a 
sound. Her red, reptilian eyes quiver. And then she takes a sharp 
breath, returning to this world 


"| don't remember it." Halcion touches her face. "Minstrel says | do 
that a lot. He's one of two pokemon in this town | trust not to pull a 
prank when I'm out of it." 


"So what do you want? We have maybe a couple minutes before | 
go back to dreamland. Don't ask about whatever's got me under the 
weather. | don't remember and | already tried Judeau." 


Judeau, the "little floaty fellow" Braviary is visiting. If a psychic can't 
know the question of what's gotten Haxorus so sick, then goodness, 
there's nothing the average poke like Prinn could guess at. It's gotta 
be something severe, something very unlikely, something he knows 
has happened before. 


He remembers something, and smiles. He knows what's up! 


"Maybe you're a Faller?" Prinn chirps proudly. "They get amnesia, 
so maybe you got hit with a spell while in a dungeon and woke up 
without your memories?" 


"Nope." She says with the utmost confidence. "Someone would've 
had to have found me on the ground in the middle of nowhere to be 
a Faller, same with a Beached. | just woke up here someday, and 
that's the end of that story." 


"Well darn, | thought | was onto something..." . 


Cut to the chase, Prinn. He's wasting too much time asking pointless 
things. Her affliction is not going to wait for him to ask a hundred 
questions. 


"Oh right!" Prinn smacks the side of his head. "Can you tell me more 
about this Knight guy | heard you talking about? You made him 
sound pretty cool." 


"He isn't just "cool", he's one of the most important pokemon to have 
walked the lands" She laughs. "We wouldn't be doing what we're 
doing were it not for him paving our path. The Knight's the most 


dignified, important, and courageous adventurer to have existed and 
one too many people write him off as some fairy tale." 


"Was he the first?” Prinn asks, full of curiosity. 


"No, but Zekrom's the first one to ever matter. He charted the Dawn 
Continent, travelled the dunes of the Sand Continent, and visited 
places we never thought existed. He slew foes none of us could 
even imagine, all to earn us our eternal freedom." The pride 
becomes stained with sadness. "We were supposed to carry his 
torch. His words should be written on the walls of every guildhall in 
the world, but the schmucks running the guilds these days can't 
even be asked to remember his name." 


"Nobody knows their roots anymore!" She spits onto the floor. "I try 
to tell everyone and these guilds think I'm a nutcase!" 


She's getting mad at the wrong person. And all it takes for her to 
calm down is a drawn out breath. She waves over at Vileplume. 


"Does that answer your question, waterboy? You want more?" 


Knights, and those types of heroic individuals are old news. Though 
there may be actual kingdoms far off on separate continents, the 
structure of a guild is very much a quarter of knights in everything 
but name - charismatic leaders and all. His two takeaways from this 
already were: he'd ought to read about the Knight when he gets the 
chance, and he'd better remember Zekrom's name. The last thing he 
wants is to become part of this problem plaguing guilds. 


Thinking about it, he should know who his enemies were. Maybe 
they're as cool as he was, they may even be still around lurking in 
the darkness of dungeons! How exciting! 


"Yeah, yeah! | always got more!" He nods his head eagerly. "If he's 
fought for our freedom and stuff, then who'd he fight against?" 


"Erm..." She looks to the sky for a moment. "We know he couldn't 
stand when his kind abused their power, so there's our best guess. 
How many he took with him to the other side, we've no idea." 


Powerful beings like him - beings like Articuno who Leon prays to or 


the mysterious author of the Relic Song. Beings could shake the 
world with their battles, make continents to freeze over. Of course 
these pokemon needa Zekrom or a person of similar might to keep 
those others in check. Who knows when the last time this world fell 
into calamity because a very powerful pokemon wasn't doing their 
job, or worse, causing the calamitous events to happen 
intentionally? Too many stories begin and end with this. 


Baleful outsider, Faller. Halcion's words from last night echo. 
Braviary is a meddlesome jerk, but "baleful" doesn't fit their bird. 


"What about Fallers?" He asks, rather innocently. 


"Fallers?" She snaps "I let you off the slip last time, don't talk about 
those.." 


"You mentioned them last night." He bites on his tongue. Don't 
mention the bird. "You said something about Outsiders too, are they 
the same thing?" 


A red hat with legs approaches their table. The Vileplume drops the 
bottle, then backs away. She uses one of her horns to cork it open 
and she guzzles down half of it in a single gulp. 


"They're a problem." Her claws grip the beverage tightly. "You 
wanna know something which will really help people like you?" 


"Sure." 


Her pupils are suddenly dilating, but her glare is fierce, deadly. A 
swift motion of her head could cleave him into ribbons. 


"When you talk about those sorts, you invite them. Things as of now 
are pretty good. There hasn't been an honest to goodness event 
which came close to ruining everything since whatever the heck 
happened over on the Grass Continent. Our jobs exist because 
these events happen, but they shouldn't need to. Calamity always 
follows these outsiders. | don't know the reason why this is the case 
- it just is, it always has been." 


Just like dungeons; a currently unexplained, intrinsic thing about the 
world which continues to happen from now until perceivably forever. 


Dungeons are a part of life Pokemon deal with in their own special 
ways. Some become adventurers so they can save others who 
cannot save themselves, others live their lives far away from the 
wilderness in the safety of towns wherein no dungeon could reach 
them, and some madmen attempt their best to understand it. 
Whether he's naive or soon to lose himself to trying to unravel the 
impossible, Prinn believes he falls into the latter camp. 


Someone will eventually find out the secret to these Dungeons' 
formation, publish it, and tell the world everything. Until this day, 
which is centuries in the making, he'll continue to chart his maps. 


Taking a long swig, she continues. 


"He raged against the Calamity, all for our freedom. He just 
wanted... wants..." 


Her breath is growing heavy, her eyes enlarge. 
"What?" 


Prinn's words were never going to save her. She draws in air and 
everything about her stops. Her eyes were frozen in time glaring at 
an unseen ancient foe. The bottle of Chesto Wine in her hand did 
little to delay the inevitable. She is far away now, wherever she is. 


He listens until he finally hears her breath, so faint as to be drowned 
out by anything louder than a whisper. Her chest still rises with the 
distinct sign of life, but her eyes are dry and mummified. It hurts to 
look at her. 


Leon's hat lies on the floor in a pathetic lump. When he picks up the 
hat to slump over Halcion's face, he hears a sound. The tavern's 
doors swing open and a pair of footsteps marches down the rickety 
stairs. 


Did Leon forget something? Is it Braviary coming for drinks? It has 
barely been an hour since they left. 


The one set of footsteps is graceful, accentuated by the faint shink 
of claws scraping against the floor. If it were Braviary, those sounds 
would be louder. The bird shambles everywhere he goes. So if not 


Braviary, or Leon, who could they be? It's tempting to take a glimpse 
of the visitor, but he knows to keep his head down. 


He rattles in place like a critter backed to a corner. The presence 
has no interest in vileplume, they creep past them right towards the 
bar. Prinn shuts his eyes, takes a breath, and pretends to become 
one with Haxorus in dreamland. 


His world is dark. He hears sounds through the void: movement, a 
stifled laugh. A tall shadow falls over him, and then everything stops. 
He feels a tug on the cap; he sacrifices it to them. Then when 
everything in the bar goes quiet an unfamiliar voice calls out to him. 


"Are you..." 


A woman's voice, hewn by years of exhausting adventure. He's 
never heard it before yet he recognizes it the instant of. What does 
he do? What does he say? Does he get up to answer them or 
continue down this futile route of faking his sleep? Leon would know 
what to do, but he's not here for better and for worse. It's all on 
Prinn. He's facing down the daunting task of keeping himself 
together. 


"You're Prinn?" The voice gets closer. "Why are you here?" 
He doesn't respond. 


"| know you're not asleep. Eileen does the same exact thing when 
she wants to be alone." A hand touches Prinn's shoulder. One a 
long wisp of fur drapes around his neck like a warm, knitted scarf. "| 
don't think what my partner has is contagious. Curses aren't usually, 
but | would not want to find out through you." 


He remembers the dungeon: keep still, keep quiet, and keep his 
head down. It'll blow over soon. 


The voice groans. 


"You're usually so talkative, she says." He's given a second shake. It 
takes everything not to squeal. "It's okay, you don't need to talk. I'm 
only here to check in on a friend. If you are ill then | suggest you'd 
start taking what she takes. The Chesto brew here is strong but 


you're tough, right?" 
She pauses. 


"Tab's stacking up..." The voice exhales. "I'm actually considering 
taking serious jobs again, but | couldn't do this alone, Hal. You know 
that..." 


"I'll tire of paying for this eventually. That won't be for a long, long 
time.." She pauses, like she's now noticing something. "I'm giving 
some to the boy, he might need it. You won't mind in the slightest." 


Mienshao's voice steps away, moving towards where he remembers 
the stage to be. It's here a bottle was thrown like a toy. She turns his 
back to him. Just for a moment, either to make certain it's her or to 
capture her image in his mind's eye, Prinn takes a peep into reality. 


This is Eileen's mother: an adventurer far away from Scoria Town 
who's only ever heard through letters. The bipedal fighting type 
stands on stage, her long whiskers and whip-like appendages on 
her wrists drape down her body. The scarlet shawl she wears is 
fastened to her by a semi-circle emblem of the Sundown Guild, and 
a three-clawed pokemon has left their mark on her shoulder. 


A sparring match gone wrong? Halcion's got three claws. 


Before she reaches the back of the stage, she stops. The feathers 
on Prinn's back ruffle like a murder of an unruly murkrow as she 
sees her grip her badge like a vice. Her eyes becoming laden with 
anxiety, stare past Prinn to the crowded market and far beyond it 


She scans the tavern, and leaves in a hurry. Passing Prinn's booth 
as though he were never there. 


Just like that, it's the second member of the Sundown Guild to leave 
him this morning under mysterious circumstances. What is wrong 
with anyone? 


What did Mienshao see he could not? How long has Halcion been 
this way? Is Halcion in on Mienshao's schemes, and what more is 
there to know about this Knight? 


Too many questions - even fewer straight answers. Prinn's been 
stuck in this Tavern for far too long. If he wants to make any sense 
of this then he'd ought to get out of here and find a place to practise. 


Prinn plods over to the stage to find the seven-to-eight bottles on the 
floor behind it. Prinn looks to the bar; Vileplume doesn't care to look 
from whatever they're doing. And now a couple empty bottles are his 
to throw his not-so-harmless bubbles at. 


Bottles in hand he can finally leave this hole in the ground. Prinn 
barely makes it to the foot of the stairs when the Bartender stops 
him dead. 


"Kid." 
He almost throws a bottle at him. 


"W-What?" Prinn turns with a tired look, and Vileplume simply 
beckons him over. The boy retraces his steps, leaving his bottles in 
a stack upon the stair. 


The grass-type leans over the bar when Prinn reaches it; leaves of a 
flower-shaped head conceals them both. 


"You're saying "what" like you don't know." Vileplume snorts. "You're 
the one who told Minstrel, who told me to look at the books. So | did, 
because he brings in good money and I'd hate to have him swap 
venues." 


"Did he threaten to pull because of me?" Prinn just wants a favour, 
not someone's business to go up into flames! "I don't mean the 
trouble!" 


"No, he didn't say it." The grass-type sighs "I don't know the magic 
words you said to him, but he really wanted to know for your sake. 
Heck, he and | both recognize your bird friend; so | had vested 
interest in it too. Didn't know his name unfortunately." 


What did Prinn expect? Prinn's heart sinks, but Vileplume instantly 
shoves it back in place. 


"| do have a history of regulars who've racked up a tab only to refuse 


to pay it. It's called theft - and a lot of explorers in these parts love to 
hunt petty thieves. After the first time it happened, | started keeping 
names. Just to spook people." 


"And...?" 


Vileplume unearths a small tome from beneath the bar. The 
driftwood bound journal has been here soaking up knowledge with 
each passing year. Only its curator, a Vileplume who stuffs pages 
into there with reckless abandon, can navigate such a dishevelled 
tome. 


As they open it, a crumpled piece of paper magically slips out. Its 
edges are frayed, its paper stained, the fragment looks like it 
belongs at the bottom of a bin, yet it's this exact note they hand to 
Prinn. Its financial secrets are entirely his to discover. 


Like opening a chest found at the deepest depth of a dungeon, Prinn 
takes the delicate piece into his flippers, then lays it flat against the 
wooden bar. Unfolding it piecemeal, prying open its secrets until it 
reveals its treasure: a short list of names, an amount owed, and a 
brief description. The golden feather above shines upon the ruinous 
parchment. 


He begins from the top: 


Halcion, Haxorus with the black painted scales around her 
shoulders, huge fangirl. Maybe around 600 owed . 


Prinn couldn't call her a friend. Friend was a title he had for nice 
people like Eileen, but of all the people he's met from the Sundown 
Guild, of which there were two - the Haxorus was the nicest. Calling 
her a fangirl's kinda rude. 


Just gonna write her down as Mienshao from the Sundown Guild. 
The Haxorus' partner. 2400 owed. Half already paid. 


Eileen's mother who is unfortunately their prime suspect. No name, 
nothing new to add here other than the stiff bill she's racked up 
paying for her partner's Chesto wine. She's gotta be pretty good at 
her job to afford this stuff... 


Minstrel, a minstrel named Minstrel. Can't peg down where he's 
actually from, a Chatot with a dumb hat. Drinks on the house for 
now. 


Of the three he recognizes from here, Minstrel is the closest to being 
called a friend. 


Chief Investigator of the Anomalous Society, Lou T. Insisted | write 
down the full thing. Intelleon. 300. Not en- 


Enough space . Why was the Anomalous Society's chief in Calico? 
Lapis Town's way far off to make frequent journeys worth it. 
Thinking about it, he's never actually met them. The name's 
completely new as well. 


Four names altogether, four pokemon who Prinn was at the very 
least familiar with. His eyes glaze through the text, burning the 
details in his mind. Then as if the feather glowing above the bar is 
guiding Prinn, his flipper moves just an inch and the light shines 
upon the fifth name 


Burke. 


15 - Holding On 


Chapter 15: 15 - Holding On 


Braviary contemplates a few things about himself, Prinn gets training 
in, and they take a breather at the Tavern. Mind the linebreaks this 
time. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


Black foreboding waves stretch as far as the horizon and smoky 
clouds loom in the grey sky. Sometimes he'll occasionally sense 
something massive in the empty sea below, so gargantuan as to 
cause the oceans to tremble in its presence. Where there is no wind 
this presence is what creates the waves. 


lt has a name assuredly, but he is nothing compared to it. He may 
as well not exist here. He doesn't even have a body, nor a voice to 
scream for help or to be put out of this. No one ever hears him, not 
even the Familiar Thing . 


Click, click... 
The sounds aren't mechanical. It's someone making this sound. 
Click, click... 


Seconds, hours, years? How long has Braviary been here? It feels 
as if he's been in this moment forever, drifting endlessly till time 
breathes its last. At least he is not alone. 


Click... click... 


This thing is slowing down. The world is beginning to lose pieces of 


itself. Everything becomes darker; the whole world stops . 
Something speaks to him. 


They're going to ask you to join them, but let's not fool ourselves into 
thinking you'll say no. Not to the child; especially not to the older 
one. 


You've set yourself out to do two things: keep yourself out of the 
clutches of these groups and to find your memories. So far, you've 
failed at one, and now you're failing the other. 


You always repeat this mistake. You know this, right? 


He feels a tugging, more powerful than the waves around him. 
Something grasping for him, trying to pull him deeper - away from 
the water's churning surface. But his body, or lack thereof, eludes its 
fingers. 


Go ahead, persist in this foolishness. One day you'll drown 
everything in wine and throw yourself to that Sea of Time. Then you 
will start all over again. 


Is this your plan? 


A second tug. He gasps, and saltwater pours through his 
nonexistent beak. The thought which follows is closer than it's ever 
been. It feels a whisper in his ear and an arm strangling his neck. 


Then stay a little longer. They'll need you soon. And when the time 
comes, trust in yourselves. 


His stomach fills with stones. He plunges deeper as the waters 
around them fade to white. Before he sinks, he turns and sees this 
being's face. 


Someone is outside. Behind the door's curtain stands a tall, thin 
being Their eyes gleam a sickening yellow before they clutch their 
chest and vanish into the streets. 


After this his senses return one by one: a garish blue room, a waft of 
Odd Incense, the faintest taste of saltwater on his tongue. He blinks 
again and again, adjusting his eyes to his surroundings until he lets 
out a groan. He sounds like a hatchling who doesn't want to leave 
their nest. But he has to; he needs to straight out. 


It's never a fun thing to do. Sometimes he hears a crack, sometimes 
he hears a bone pop. . He's probably at least a good eight years 
younger than what he thinks he is. It is probably the drinking. 


Adventurers know the taste of wine all too well. Best way to 
consume berries, and since magical potions do not exist outside of 
certain Elixirs - it actually is the best medicine for most pokemon. It's 
why there's a tavern in every town; why guilds keep- 


Okay stop - why the wine thoughts? Does he always think of wine 
when he has nothing to think about? He saw the outline of a 
pokemon watching from the window and now sees a psychic who 
looks ready to join the Magikarp. Judeau is fine of course, Leon is 
too. they're both staring at him, but the whole atmosphere of the 
emporium is way different than when he left this place. 


Somebody's gotta break the ice. Braviary gets upright, then speaks. 


"So... what happened? | don't feel the fuzziness you were talking 
about Judeau, as a matter of fact it's like | had a quick nap." He 
stretches his wing. "Though I'd hazard to say I'm feeling particularly 
spiffy." 


"That's good. What isn't is..." Judeau exhales. "Everything else. | 
wasn't able to find much for you, Braviary. 


Another rock on the road, damnit. 
"There a reason, or is my head that thick?" Braviary asks. 


"I can't say. | experienced an unusual amount of resilience. | won't 
assume you were fighting my intrusions, so thus | believe there's 
something more to you than forgetfulness. You are the first Faller | 
have had the pleasure of working with. Until | rule out this being the 
result of your unique circumstances, I'm afraid | can make only 


guesses as to why you're this way." 


"If it is of any compensation: | am not charging you extra, and I'll cut 
the price of your next visit by half." They press a stubby hand up to 
their forehead. The Elygem's eyes flash a sickly green. "I'm as 
intrigued as you are about your memories." 


"Make us three." Leon adds. "Four if you want to count Prinn, I'm 
sure he'd also want to know." 


"Yeah, the kid's a bookworm and this head diving situation sounds 
up his alley. "Braviary coughs. There's a lingering taste of salt on his 
tongue. "Do you have an idea of what prevented you from digging 
deep, did you even manage to find something?" 


"Emotions." They continue rubbing their head. "| noticed a repeated 
pattern of joy associated with long journeys, followed by pain and 
fear. This is the third time you've felt a similar joy." 


He was drinking, and he did have company. Those two things go 
hand-in-hand with jovial feelings. Here's to hoping they last. 


"Not because | expect you to be lying to me, Braviary, but did you by 
chance have anything metal inside or underneath your poncho? | 
need to start ruling things out." 


Braviary pats himself down. Prinn has the Elixir, Leon has his money 
back, and the badge is lying on the table. There is only this one 
third-full bottle. Unless there's a shiv hidden somewhere - he has 
nothing metal on him. 


"| don't reckon." Braviary shrugs. 


"And you're not made of steel either. | think it could be a memory 
getting in the way, trying to make you forget. It could be trauma 
associated with these repeating feelings of joy preceding spouts of 
negativity." A pen begins to write on its own. "I'll need a second poke 
to rule out my other options for sure, turn off the Odd Incense..." 


"Is it that smell?" Braviary sniffs the air. Leon does as well. "What 
does it do? 


"It is an Incense which enhances the abilities of psychic abilities, 
strengthens them." Judeau points towards the small pot in the 
distance. Thin vapours of smoke waft from holes in the top. "It keeps 
me focused when I'm at work. It's unlikely to be the source of the 
interference, but I'm trying everything | can." 


He can clearly see vapour pouring out of the pot. It's working fine. It 
can't be this magic pot. This whole situation makes his head hurt. 


"Was there anything more you found or can | get a move on?" 
Braviary asks. "You seem tuckered out for the evening.” 


"There is one more thing, but | think you know already." If they had a 
mouth, they'd be grinning. "Your badge is important to you. You're 
afraid of what it represents, yet for some reason you've never let go 
of it. A psychic shouldn't have to tell you to keep it." 


The brass of the emblem catches the room's blue light in ways the 
Orbs on the table do not. The badge unites everyone with its 
mystery. It's important, somehow. It's the key to all of... whatever 
he's to call his life now. 


Braviary takes the badge into his wing and feels his old body 
tremble. He is nothing without this. 


The badge snaps into its rightful place as Braviary stands up, flips 
his hat over his bald head, and stretches out his weary body. By the 
angle of the light through the windows, he'd say it was sometime 
past noon. In an hour from now the first signs of the seasonal dusk 
will blanket the world. They are running out of daylight hours. 


"You're been a real help," Braviary dusts his poncho, "not to mention 
you're pretty well mannered for one of you smart folks. | owe you a 
third visit. | can't promise if it'll be tomorrow or a week from now. 
We're all busy fellas." 


"Return whenever you please. The more time | spend preparing for 
your next visit, the better." Then, as though an idea goes off, they 
shoot a look between the two pokemon. "Are you two from the 
Scholars?" 


"Lam." Leon answers. "My friend is an independent as you could tell 
by his badge. For the purposes of business or guild affairs - I'd ask 
you to treat us though he's one of ours." 


Leon gets it. He's not dragging Braviary into this unless doing so's of 
use to both of them. He appreciates the gesture. 


"You must be Braviary's connection to Froslass, then." Judeau asks, 
Leon nods back. "If it's not too much to ask, would you be kind 
enough to look into psychics on my behalf? I'm wondering if anyone 
has previously tried to probe the mind of a Faller." 


"Way ahead of you, friend. | was already thinking about doing that." 
Braviary steps in. "Seems only right to check in with the biggest nerd 
of this Continent about this mystery I'm part of." 


"She's not a nerd." 


Leon's words were swift, quiet and venomous. A metaphorical arrow 
hitting his abdomen. Not even Braviary's post dungeon bickering got 
a response like this. 


He looks back at him, expecting some form of glare, but Leon's eyes 
underneath the stolen hat are already looking away from him. 


"We'll keep it in mind when we return to the guild. Whether or not 
Braviary'’s access is revoked when we get there is not up to me." 
Leon moves on. "Do you have anything else you want?" 


Judeau quietly shakes their head. The Smeargle motions at the door 
with his tail then promptly makes his leave. Braviary is only a second 
behind, and they step into the afternoon glow together. 


The current time is not closing time, though it is about the time when 
folks participating in the square begin wheeling away their goods. 
From the second they step outside to the end of their walk, their 
brief jog to the square was silent barring the odd hums or quick 
words of observation. The part of their investigation where they ran 
around town berating bystanders was hours ago, and none of what 
they found during those activities was as insightful as the 
conversation with the orb vendor who Judeau let him know was 


Mismagius. 


Come night, they'll have to wait around in the Tavern for the orb 
vendor to pull through for them. It's the perfect excuse to snag ina 
few drinks while they stew in the underground. 


They stand at the door to the tavern, the surrounding market lulling 
into slumber as dusk covers the sky. A Charmeleon, using its fiery 
tail, goes from lantern to lantern preparing for the city for nightfall. 
And there are still many vendors about the square, selling the last of 
the day's wares while the final batch of customers roll through the 
marketplace. 


At the door, Leon knocks before he reaches the handle. A confused 
Bravairy chuckles. 


"Why'd you knock?" He nudges the Smeargle, stopping him at the 
peak of the stairs. 


"| don't know. Maybe it is because I'm used to knocking on my 
guild's door when I'm out. Or could it be the fact | have no way of 
knowing if this place closes for any particular hour." Leon takes a 
step towards him. "Why are you asking?" 


"Don't you reckon it's a little funny to knock on a tavern door like it's 
your neighbour's place?" Braviary answers. "We don't live here." 


This tangent wasn't going to end. Why are they even talking about 
this? Are they both waiting for Prinn to shout at them from 
downstairs? Talking for the sake of talking could be its own reward, 
still... there has to be a point they're reaching for. 


"Do you have a dream place?" Braviary rambles. 
"A what?" 


"A dream place, a home." The coot keeps going. "Maybe at the end 
of a dungeon or a landmark or something?" 


Leon isn't sure of the point to this, neither is Braviary. 


"| don't have a dream place | can say off the top of my head. | need 


a day to think about it" Leon answers, stoic as usual. "Would you 
want to live in a place like this?" 


"As long as | get a discount on the drinks." 


"| meant Calico Town, Braviary." 


"Guess the answer is more of a matter of if I'm a Noctowl or not, or if 
I'm sensitive to light or something." He imagines the light casting 
across the square, blinding everyone in it. "| betcha there's some 
early-risers around these parts who don't like the idea of the sky 
going up in flames every night, and | reckon there's probably as 
many folks who appreciate the extra light." 


He half expects the Guild to light up with some dramatic timing. 
Maybe they're both waiting for it to go. It's way too early. Instead 
they're standing here like fools at the door to a tavern, talking about 
pointless things better reserved for after a third glass. Where's Prinn 
anyways? 


"Hey!" 


There's Prinn, appearing from the thin blue from the market. The 
rabble must have been hiding the Prinplup since they got here. He 
looks overjoyed to see them. 


"Why are you guys standing there?" Prinn asks, wobbling up to 
them. "Nevermind that, uh... did you guys find what you were 
looking for?" 


"Investigation wise, yes." Leon peers into the tavern's depths, 
always watching their backs. "Braviary not so much." 


"There was a whole lot of vagueness, and the not-at-all startling 
reveal that my head's a real pain in the back to dig through." He 
palms his forehead and drags his wing down his baggy face. "My 
noggin's hard on psychics poking around. | reckon | need another 
visit, and probably one or two more if they can't figure out what's the 
deal with me." 


"| hope so, Braviary." Prinn taps his flippers together. He's about to 
say something nonsensical, then he just doesn't. He turns to Leon 
instead. "You guys are done for the day, right? Can you show me 
how to uh... shoot good? | have a whole thing setup by the beach." 


"Braviary?" Leon gives him a glance. 


They've been given permission by their self-appointed leader to 
waste time until the ghost shows up. Leon's done all he needs to do 
for today. This is for Braviary to decide. Sure, why not watch them 
fire off moves by the shore? He's not gonna drink without his pals. 


When Braviary shrugs, he unleashes Prinn. The monstrous blue 
creature takes Leon's arm and drags him down the nearest road to 
where he's gonna wind up shooting him with his puny moves. 
Braviary follows behind. 


The previous time he was on a shore there was a good hundred-or- 
so feet cliff separating the flightless or exhausted from reaching the 
continents. Such a natural wall doesn't exist here. Instead, there's a 
four-foot drop of rocky shoals separating the land from the black 
sands. Cold wind blows from the sea, carrying with it waves and 
winter. Braviary looks out from the shoals searching the sea for 
something he's lost. A cold sensation brews inside his chest. 


What is this feeling? Is it dread, is it comfort? He's been to this place 
in his dreams. 


He wants his wings back. 
"Is everything ready?" 


The shout of a Prinplup shakes life into Braviary. He looks over to 
see Prinn and Leon standing fifteen or so big steps away from his 
rocky perch. 


He stands in the company of about ten or so bottles, four of them 
having the label of chesto wine, the rest were salvaged from the 
beach. Each of the ten stood on rocks of varying height and 
distance, their places marked with tiny x's drawn in with charcoal. 


There are more on the ground. 


Braviary is their keen-eyed arbiter, here to keep tally of the 
scoreboard while also refreshing the targets. Assuming they hit 
every bottle and every one of them shatters, there's enough lying 
around on the beach for two rounds. 


He looks at the two contestants: Leon has been a guardsman, a 
groundskeeper, and now a newbie adventurer. Every move up his 
sleeve is one he's gotten a chance to be familiar with. Prinn on the 
other hand is a complete newbie, but it is him who set up this range. 
He's been planning something like this for a while. If he's smart - 
there's no reason to think he isn't - then he may have snuck ina 
couple practice rounds well beforehand. 


This might not be so one-sided. 


"How are the rounds handled?" Leon digs his feet into the sand, 
head pointing to the range. 


"We're gonna take turns shooting, one after the other." Prinn points 
to the left side. A bottle stands on a tiny rock. "We go from left to 
right. Whether we hit or not, we pass the turn and the guy aims for 
the next bottle. Two rounds, so like ten shots each." 


"That's an even number, Prinn." Leon chuckles "What if there's a 
tie?" 


"Like there will be!" 


Prinn's confidence is unlike his usual self. The Boy's chances are 
looking better by the second. 


"Alright then." Leon prepares himself. He holds his tail, pointing the 
brush like a sabre. He's ready to slash those dastardly wine bottles. 
"| just agreed to a few rounds with Braviary. If | win, you're paying for 
those drinks." 


"Well, if | win. You're gonna take all of us to a tailor to get some 
Prinn and proper outfits." 


Egregious pun aside, they're both asking for a lot. Interestingly, 


Leon doesn't whine about it. It seems he meant both their drinks 
after all. Now with the stakes made clear the Smeargle waves with 
his other hand. 


"Keep count, will you Braviary?" 
Braviary nods. An abacus would be nice. 


Leon is first up. Not moving from his previous stance, Leon points 
his tail towards the leftmost bottle and squints his eyes. Then with a 
flick a glob of purple energy fires out from his tail. The Shadow Ball 
clips the bottle, sending it flying into a rock and shattering it into 
countless flecks. A great opener. 


Prinn takes a deep breath. Then as though his meal is forcibly about 
to eject from his throat, he cracks open his beak and shoots out a 
large swift-moving Bubble. It flies straight like a Spearow, for all of a 
few feet, before it veers right off its course. It hits the rock, missing 
its target by a long shot. Not good. 


After a pose, Leon pitches another Shadow Ball. It hits. These two 
engage in the closest thing to a battle the blue boy's ever seen. The 
roar of the waves and the howling of the wind are music to their 
showdown. 


Prinn shoots again. It goes further, but a breeze catches the slow 
bubble. It soars off into the unknown. Leon also fails to hit his target. 


By the third shot, he leaves Prinn's face. He stares down his oblong 
foe and something goes off behind his eyes. Braviary sees him 
crank open his beak but instead of hurling it then and there, he lets 
the bubble float in front of him. He bunts it with the back of his 
flipper: sending it straight into the bottle. 


Things take a turn after this. The first ten end with six bottles broken. 
Two for Prinn, three for Leon. It's time for round two. 


Shot after shot, each one stronger, faster and more accurate. 
There's less seconds between each shot, until it's practically 
instantaneous. Pop, pop, pop. Prinn hits the third to last square on. 
Now only two bottles remain: there's a single round left. 


Prinn has five more points, Leon scores four. Seven to seven. 
There's a real potential here for a tie. Everything in their banks was 
on the line at this point. Either they'll be getting some drinks, or 
some spiffy new outfits - it's all up to a coin toss. 


Prinn's eyes glue themselves to the remaining two targets, waiting 
on Leon's next move with baited breach. If he gets this, then he'll 
guarantee a tie. He needs to hit this, or else his wallet's gonna feel 
the sting for the next few months. As Prinn studies the wind, the 
distance, the height of their target in comparison to him, Leon looks 
off. Smeargle isn't even looking at his target; he's watching Prinn. 


Braviary sees Leon's fingers twitch ever so slightly. His eyes give 
Braviary a knowing glance, then he shoots, grazing the glass by an 
inch. 


This isn't a freebie. It's up to Prinn to hit the final shot and break this 
tie. The boy's been lining up his shot this whole time, he's got a plan 
for sure, he only needs to execute it. He spits out a bubble, closes 
one eye, and spikes it with the palm of his flipper. 


The hits the rock and erupts into a triumphant explosion. Prinn's 
done it. 


Prinn nearly jumps as high as feet could take him and shouts as 
loudly as he can. A preciously smug smile is worn across his little 
face as he swerves back to Leon. 


"You see that, Leon!" he pulls on Leon's tail, pointing to his 
victorious mess. "I told you so! You know what that means! I'm 
gonna be the fanciest adventurer in your whole guild! We'll go to the 
tailors and..." 


Leon doesn't say a thing, Braviary keeps his beak shut. Prinn 
deserves his moment. It doesn't last long, because before Prinn 
could say another word looks around himself and lets out a nasty 
cough. Too much yelling, too many Water-Type moves spewed from 
his mouth. 


"And uh... Hey..." The Prinplup coughs into his flipper. "Can | uh... 
go get a glass? My throat feels like sand." 


Leon places a hand on Prinn's shoulder. He gives him a proud 
smile. 


"We'll get you some Oran, you deserve it." 


The Guild Tower's glow casting across the land marks the beginning 
of sundown. In an hour's time the tower will become a sun in the 
night sky. This marks the end of business hours. The only people 
seen trudging through the market are goons carrying off boxes for 
the frailer sorts. There's a Corphish in a blue sash watching 
everyone leave, as each vendor departs they waddle over to the 
empty plots to spray it clean with beams from their claws. 


A handy little guy. 


Familiar to them are the sounds of the Tavern. Minstrel's music is 
already in full swing, his voice - capable of mimicking any sound he 
hears - is playing back a duet. His one voice are now two, both 
singing the strumming of his talons and the drumbeat of his wings. 
The bird's show will always go on, with or without his hat. 


Leon takes the cap off. It's the first time he's seen his hair without 
something over it - it's not a pretty sight. His fur up there's way too 
used to having something pulling it all down. He can relate. 


Heading down, there's more than just the five usual fools. None of 
these unfamiliar faces are flying the Sundown Guild's colours or 
possess their emblem, so they've lucked out. Sleepyhead is the only 
Guildie here, and hopefully it remains this way. 


The others though... 


There are two people here who are obviously guildies from a 
different guild. One was small, a Sneasel' who's signature feather 
pokes through a dapper blue hat. The other one was freakishly tall, 
even by Braviary's standards. So tall in fact their long lizard-like 
body takes up the whole darned couch. Unlike their understated 
companion their body was a garish mixture of pinks, whites and 
blues. Neither one in this duo wears a badge. 


Braviary looks at them too long. They turn their head, and he swears 
he can see their eyes become black. When he blinks they're back to 
normal. They look away like nothing's happened. 


He'll keep an eye on this one. Just in case. 


Then there is the third and fourth, a Braixen who looks to be part of 
the crew lighting the lanterns, and a Seviper coiled lazily around a 
bar stool. The serpent barely looks awake as it sips from a glass 
with its long forked tongue, while the aforementioned Braixen is 
currently chatting away to Vileplume as Leon marches up to the bar. 


"A lighter Oran for Prinn." Leon points behind him. "Whatever he 
wants, and a bottle of Aspear for me" 


Aspear, good for frostbite. A burnt, sour texture. An odd choice, 
Aspear's more medicine than it is a drink. Somehow this is exactly 
what he expects from Leon 


"Spelon." Braviary taps the countertop. "! feel like burning my tongue 
off tonight." 


"Spelon? That's a Sand Continent brew." The Vileplume mutters in 
disbelief. "You'll have to settle for Cheri in these parts." 


He knows where to go for a vacation, then. 
"Good enough." 


"I'll bring the bottles to you, some berries too." Vileplume points an 
empty glass at Leon. "And you'd better return what my 
entertainment wants." 


Leon raises an eyebrow. 
"Do | look like a thief to you?" 


Vileplume doesn't give him a response. Leon shrugs, leaves a 
couple coins on the counter, and leads the two to the stage. There 
they see Sleepyhead lying in rest on the same old booth as well as 
tonight's entertainment. He looks like a completely different bard 
without his hat; he's become this sad, crested little jester. 


As he catches a glimpse of his hat he welcomes them with a warm 
smile. He's even happy to see Braviary. Minstrel's song becomes an 
instrumental when he speaks. 


"| was wondering where she went." By she, he does not mean the 
Haxorus. "Was it you who swiped it, or did you have to give 
someone a beatdown?" 


"Bounties are not my guild's speciality." Leon speaks, always quick 
to explain. "| swiped it for a second, exchanged hats with the 
Haxorus who | assume you gave it to." 


Minstrel holds out a wing, and Leon surrenders the hat. The bard's 
hat fits snuggly over his head, flattening the ugly black crest. 


"| couldn't convince her to change seats no matter how nicely | ask 
her. So | use her face to hold my hat." He motions behind them. "As 
you can see, | won't need to disrespect her anymore." 


Haxorus has a brand new addition to her outfit: an especially long 
yellow scarf which looks like it'd pair nicely with Minstrel's big old 
hat. It wraps primarily around her shoulders, over the red sash she 
was already wearing, and both ends tie together in front of her face. 
The scarf is dreadfully bright, to a point where it's hard to even 
notice the faint stitches of bells and sunrises scribbled all along it. 
This thing screams obnoxious. It must be Minstrel's idea of a prank. 


Every so often, Braviary hears Haxorus shudder while she sleeps. It 
could be that she's having a nightmare. He is no stranger to 
nightmares. 


Whatever his friends are saying becomes noise, and the music 
becomes a drone in his ears. Braviary's vision is a blur, focused only 
on this afflicted pokemon. Her armor-like scales move ina 
meticulous fashion: all to the rhythm of her quiet breathing. When 
she shudders in her sleep, her armour reverberates like a ripple in a 
pond. He's seen this exact thing before. 


What is she dreaming about? Does she have those dreams too? 


"Can you hear me, lady?" 


He hasn't moved for... minutes. Leon and Prinn are already seating 
themselves. The only one left when he looks behind him is Minstrel. 


"She's not here. She'll be back soon." The Chatot's words bring him 
relief. "She'll get up eventually.” 


"I'd hope so." 


Braviary follows his friends to the booth opposite of Haxorus' spot, 
another L-shaped seat with a square table. The "back" side has the 
bigger seats for pokemon of his size, while his crew shares the other 
two quite comfortably. He slides himself in as vileplume rolls around 
with three bottles, three shining glasses and a complimentary bowl 
of assorted berries. 


Prinn pours half a glass, Leon studies his label, and Braviary starts 
off with a straight drink from the bottle. The spicy, faintly sweet taste 
isn't quite the scorching hot flavour of Spelon but wine is wine. 


"| thought this was an import." Leon pours himself a glass of the 
yellow fluid. "Disappointing." 


"Disappointing?" Braviary motions at the bottle. "It it looks fine.” 


"Well, uh..." Prinn takes a tiny sip. "Lapis Town's way, way out from 
here. It's really cold. When the dark season hits it gets so cold that 
some pokemon freeze solid, they probably have lots." 


"Tonnes." He downs half his cup in a swift gulp. His tail shudders 
afterwards. "The type brewed in Lapis Town is medicine first, wine 
second. It's not like Oran where the berry itself is good. Bitter on the 
inside, hard on the outside.| heard stories of people choking on 
pieces of the shell which made it through the filter.” 


"Sounds awful..." The bird takes a second gulp. Still no burning 
feeling. "Then why buy it, couldn't y'all have asked beforehand?" 


"Because | still like Aspear, no matter where it comes from." Leon 
raises an eyebrow at him. "Did | say | didn't like it?” 


"Those weren't your exact words." Bravairy hasn't had enough 
drinks to fall for this one. He shakes his head and laughs. "Forget 


‘about it. How's the Oran treating you, boy?" 


"| mean, it's about the same as the Enigma stuff. | don't have to like, 
drink alot of it this time." Prinn's been plucking the juiciest looking 
ones out of the bowl, squeezing their juices into his mouth like a 
beaky executioner. "Did | tell you about that, Leon?" 


A couple of the feathers on Braviary's neck puff up. 
"About what?" Leon asks. 


Leon pours himself one and a half glasses. He slides the half cup 
over to Braviary. Without a word, Braviary does the exact same, 
completing the trade. 


"When we got here they wouldn't let me in." Prinn shoots a look 
between his two partners. "Braviary got the bright idea to uh..." 


"To take a good shot of Enigma to show he ain't this dumb kid they 
think he is." Braviary laughs, like getting a youngster to drink is a 
matter of pride. Because it is; the boy's stronger than he looks. "You 
can handle your drink for a little guildie. You surprised everyone 
yesterday, and earlier too. You're a pretty decent shot." 


"Oh, uh." Prinn gives him an awkward smile. "Thanks, Braviary." 


"We wouldn't be drinking here right now if you hadn't made that call." 
Either he's turned a blind eye, he's already had too much. Leon 
instead holds up his Cheri Glass. "A toast to us getting this far?" 


"Why not?" Bravairy raises his Aspear in Turn. 


Prinn quietly offers his Oran, and this nameless Team of fools come 
together with a joyous clink. He drinks his glass straight away. 


The Aspear is bitter, and dry. It leaves the mouth thirstier than the 
spiciest berries in the world would leave any ordinary Pokemon; 
however it lingers in him in a manner unique to its own. It's not a hot 
aftertaste, not in the way berries are. It's almost warm, like a hot 
meal after a trek through a blizzard. The wine is comforting in the 
way the company of these two strangers have become. 


Who is he kidding? They're not strangers, they're his friends. 


The two down theirs seconds after. The toast gives Prinn the 
courage to finish his glass, after which he slams the glass down in 
childish trauma. While Leon takes his shot like it's a medicine, 
swallowing it in a single motion and letting his insides process the 
poison he's thrown into his body. Fittingly, Leon's the only pokemon 
who coughs after this exchange. 


Ordinarily, this was a great way to end a night. But they're in a 
tavern, a tavern with music. He's got friends and three drinks inside 
him. 


Oh no, he's not thinking about doing thatis he? 


He is unsure if he's keeping track of his thoughts, time, or his intake 
anymore. His mind's become empty after the Aspear, void of strife 
or anything other than what his company fills it with. 


Kindness, joy, compassion - all these warm things he can finally see 
from underneath an empty bottle. He takes a drink, another more. 
The bottle runs empty and he taps into his reserve to wash down the 
spice with the caramelly taste of Enigma Wine. It's when he's at his 
most inebriated, do the songs of a Chatot begin to sound like 
something more than its usual melodic noise. 


It took an hour, but the music begins to make sense. 


Swift strums accompany either acapella or an ancient tongue. The 
whistles of a flute are in Minstrel's mimicry - all of it is deeply familiar 
to him. This song, or spell, feels as ancient as the world itself. 
Braviary stumbles away from the booth and his movements are no 
longer his own. 


He begins moving in ways he's never done before, twisting his body, 
swerving like a Swanna. It's erratic, it's swift, but his drunkenness 
lets him maintain his momentum like an alcoholic pendulum. He's 
achieving flight in a whole new way. A miracle is happening. 


Braviary reaches out, and Leon joins him onstage. Maybe just to 
entertain him; maybe he's not in control either. As Braviary moves, 


Leon matches with equal grace. Swipes of a brush accentuate his 
deliberate steps, painting an invisible landscape with each 
brushstroke. Prinn watches next to a Haxorus, Vileplume pretends 
to ignore what's unfolding and behind his dear friend is a halo cast 
by a golden feather. 


There are no nightmares here, there are no wretched thoughts. His 
only enemy is time. This song has an end: he has a minute left, two 
at best. 


Braviary takes the hand of Leon and guides him. He shows him how 
to keep his feet off the floor, how the thing possessing him wants the 
Smeargle to move. They shoot back and forth, reprising the other's 
moves with drunken bravado. Seconds away from the song's final 
curtain, they reach perfection. 


This is bliss; pure drunken happiness. Braviary may never feel it 
again. 


When the final note tolls, he pulls Leon towards him and holds his 
friend close. He feels the Smeargle glare at him in bewilderment, but 
Braviary's eyes are glued shut. The only thing which matters to 
Braviary is the warmth of holding someone in his wing. 


He doesn't want to forget. He'll cling to the memory of this moment 
as long as he can, but the Sea will take this and everything he 
knows. 


He's powerless. 


Braviary buries himself into Leon's shoulder as whimper rises from 
his throat and a tear drops onto the Smeargle's fur. The music ends, 
he lets go. 


His breath has become unbearably heavy. A pounding in his head 
fills the silence of the tavern, and two days worth of meals are slowly 
rising to his throat. There is nothing left for him here other than the 
confused faces of everyone watching this scene unfold. He needs to 
get away from all of this. 


Braviary looks towards the stairs. His talons pick up speed as and... 


He blacks out. 


// Another one which breaks my line break rule, guess | saw it as 
more of a POV switch rule than the one | have these days. 


16 - Badge and Bottles 


Chapter 16: 16 - Badge and Bottles 


Leon drags Braviary back to the tavern and waits for a friend. 


It is easy to see Braviary from afar: he's the sad little lump on the 
edge of the old dock, sitting staring out in the sea with an empty look 
on his face. The guild's tower casts its gaze shining down on him 
like a beacon of shame. 


This is the exact spot where Leon has first seen their target. Why 
Braviary would choose this place out of everywhere in Calico Town 
he doesn't know, what he can know is if anyone's secretly following 
them. He looks over shoulder. The guild casts its light into every 
nook, alleyway to reveal nothing. They're alone. 


The old boards hold firm, but the sound they make with every step is 
nerve wracking. They creak all the way up until Leon stops. 


Not even the sound of another creature approaching him from 
behind wrests Bravairy out of his stupor. Braviary looks dumbstruck. 
His eyes are empty, his beak is agape as he stares out at who 
knows what. 


There's only the ocean out there; the stars, constellation and nearly 
full moon are almost blotted out by the intense light overhead. The 
water glitters like silver under the guild's watchful eye and stretches 
until it greets the sky. 


Braviary takes a deep breath, as though only now noticing the 
Smeargle standing over his shoulder, and he mutters. 


"| don't want to go." 


"You're not going anywhere.” Leon answers. "As a matter of fact, the 
only place you'll be going is back to the Tavern. You don't want to be 
out here in the cold. There is nothing here for you, Braviary." 


"But |..." 


He sounds like an overgrown child, muttering nonsense and begging 
to sleep in one place forever. Leon can't carry him, so there is no 
choice for him: it's convincing this codger to move or Braviary stays 
here until he keels over. Leon's always imagined he'd be a 
belligerent, angry drunk. He didn't think he'd be like this. 


"Why don't you want to go then?" Leon stays right where he is, arms 
folding. "Is there something | should be aware of? We're still part of 
a team, whether we're official or not. We've had this conversation 
before. If it's too personal, then keep it to yourself." 


"It's... It's not personal." 
“Then what is it?" Leon asks. 


Braviary's feathers fluff up, his breath quickens. Braviary looks much 
too weak to stand alone and instead looks behind him. His feathers 
are rustled, his eyes wide. 


"Since we've got here I've had this sinking sensation at the back of 
my mind. | don't know what it is other than it's frightening, but I've 
come to accept it. It took that psychic fellow picking apart my head 
for me to realise what this thing is. 


The bird turns around completely. A thin wooden railing props him 
upright, but he still very much looks like a straw doll. He seems 
unable to look anywhere other than dead forward. 


"I'm gonna have to leave you sometime. This is what the feeling's 
trying to warn me about. | did it twice, maybe three times already. 
Whatever it takes for me to leave you, | feel like I'm gonna do it all 
over." Braviary trembles, taking in a breath. "| don't even know how 
old | am. I've been running..." 


"... y'all wanna know why | drink as much as | do?" 


It's a rhetorical question. Leon stays quiet. 
"It's to forget." 


It makes sense now. Braviary drank as much as he could, wandered 
into a dungeon, then woke up one day with nothing inside his head. 
The question is what he was trying to forget, and this was not Leon's 
to answer. There is still time to finish this investigation. When it's 
over, Braviary can freely walk away. No strings attached, nothing 
forcing him to stay. If he wants to move on and forget then Leon is 
not going to stop this bird from living this cyclical existence. 


It almost feels wrong to help or console him. But Leon's got to get 
him through this wreckage of an investigation. He needs time to 
figure out this badge, Braviary needs time to figure himself out. 
They'll both win if Leon keeps him along. 


Leon extends his hand, and Braviary takes it. Using his shoulders as 
a leverage, he's able to get this bird onto his talons. When both of 
his feet are on the ground the man doesn't let go. Braviary keeps to 
him like glue, sobbing ever so softly. 


Leon doesn't fight it. 


The second Braviary hits the bed he falls under a sleeping spell. The 
old man, having too much in this system and having done too much 
in a single day splays out over the blankets like a hatchling. Leon 
sees him grab a pillow, scrunch up in a burgundy-colored ball, and 
shut his eyes. Not even the sounds of music or the rabble of bar- 
dwellers stir him. Braviary is gone. 


Leon stands there, waiting in their room till Braviary's gaping mouth 
lets out a horrible snore. It's loud and obnoxious, perfectly fitting for 
Braviary. Unless this was a drunk Bird's way of cracking a joke, then 
he is out cold. 


Braviary wears his get-up to bed. The old man's hat is scrunched up 
over his scalp, his poncho's wrapped around him like a second 
blanket, and most notably his badge is still pinned to his chest. 


So Leon inches forward, watching the Bird after every step made 
until his hands touch the cold metal of the badge. With a quick jostle 
or two the badge slips off with a silent clink and the slumbering 
Braviary is none the wiser. And with a badge in hand, Leon slips 
away. 


Downstairs Prinn isn't sitting where he left them. He's taken the bowl 
as well as the bottles to the booth across from them to be in the 
company of the Sleepyhead. Who since Leon has left to deal with 
Braviary has not moved in the slightest. 


He looks across the Tavern. It's the same crowd with the addition of 
a dopey-eyed Quagsire sitting with the Braixen and the obvious 
absence of Braviary. The water-type and their friend are still here, 
the tall former stranger smirks his way. Leon waves back, and then 
joins Prinn at his table. 


"Hey!" Prinn looks up from his cup. Around him are the bottles of 
Aspear, Oran and what's left of Braviary's Enigma reserve. "You 
found him?" 


Leon would've otherwise taken the opposite seat, but there's a giant 
Haxorus there. He settles for the one right of Prinn. 


"He was out by the dock." Leon swipes the bottle of Aspear, and 
though bitter and harsh, it feels like paradise after dragging a big 
bird around. "He's fine, he just had a moment." 


"Fine?" Prinn tugs on his cravat. Miraculously, no one's spilled wine 
on it yet. "He was crying earlier, didn't you notice? | could see the 
tears in his eyes!" 


Okay, there's no way he didn't see something so obvious. He's a 
little drunk after all. Good going, Leon. 


"Oh." Leon puts the bottle down. "I did hear him sniffing on the way 
back. It's not my business, | doubt he could give a straight answer in 
this state." 


Speaking of answers, Braviary's badge is being kept under the 
table, out of sight from anyone who may be watching them. So the 


second Prinn looks at him with his big eyes begging to ask about 
Braviary, Leon drops the dreadful symbol onto the table. It makes a 
dense thud. 


The two go silent. 


"There was no way | could convince him to let go of this." Leon 
explains. "I'll put it back when we go upstairs later. We don't talk 
about this, understand?" 


Leon looks at the little guy in the eye. Prinn accepts the terms with a 
nod. 


"Good. Now..." Leon taps the badge, causing it to wobble briefly. 
"This thing?" 


"Yeah?" Prinn asks. "That's a badge. Doesn't every guild's badge do 
something, did ya find out what it does or...?" 


"| did see it do something." Leon recalls. "When Judeau, the local 
psychic, prepared our friend for his examination he had asked that 
he put everything metal aside. This included the badge. Mid- 
procedure the badge starts to shake, turning back and forth ona 
swivel. | swear the thing was pointing back to the tavern before it 
stopped when Bravairy woke up." 


"Shaking?" A tiny sip from the glass seems to keep Prinn on track. 
"How bad was the shaking, was it about to blow up on you?" 


"I'd hope not. A badge which explodes on you sounds 
counterintuitive." The Smeargle laughs. Imagine that: an exploding 
trap badge. "It could be fun to throw at someone. That aside, | think 
this badge is a warning system of some kind. It pointed at something 
this way, I'm sure of it." 


"And it was shaking right before it pointed here? Like it took time to 
get rowing?" 


They're talking in circles. 


"Prinn." Leon sighs. "Spit it out, please." 


"Well - um, when you were gone, and when you were here, uh.." 
He's tapping his flippers together again. It's obvious Prinn is 
extremely nervous. "She passed by." 


A sinking feeling hits Leon like the arm of a Rydon. The hairs on his 
back stand, and his tail flicks like an agitated serpent. He grabs the 
bottle, takes a swig and everything cools down. Not another drop 
more, the Smeargle tells himself. 


"And..." Leon rubs his temples. "What happened? Did she ask you 
anything?" 


"Didn't say a thing to her, Leon." 
The Smeargle breathes a sigh of relief. Prinn continues. 


"It was like, an hour or more after you left? She kinda talked to me 
and | pretended not to hear her. She knew | wasn't sleeping but she 
didn't like, interrogate me about it." Prinn motions to the stage where 
the feathery bard strums and sings. "Halcion throws all her bottles 
up there, when she goes to pick one up she grabs her badge. Then 
boom, she takes off! Like she saw a ghost!" 


Leon looks to the stairway, trying to imagine what lies beyond the 
market which would be so important. Maybe a meet up of some 
kind? An out of town job? The only building he knows on this side 
other than the numerous shops is The Emporium. And in turn, where 
else could Braviary's badge point other than the Hollow Dream's 
Tavern? 


A freak coincidence, or a key to what this thing does. Leon takes a 
stab. 


"Perhaps his badge warns its wearer of..." Leon's tail paints circles 
in the air. "... other badges? It pointed this way when Mienshao was 
around here." 


"Okay, but wouldn't it have started rattling yesterday?" Prinn hums 
inquisitively. "Halcion's been snoozing right here and she's got a 
badge. There's all sorts of adventurers who visit the market, so what 
gives?" 


"Well of the two adventurers we know visit, one is always in here. 
Fill in the blanks, Prinn." 


"If it doesn't detect badges, then how about uh... threats?" Prinn's 
crossing out an imaginary list. "Maybe he's scared of you know 
who?" 


The thought of clearing an exhausting dungeon only to be met with 
her staring him down was terrifying. As it should. Skilled adventurers 
have reputations for a reason, and he'd be little more than another 
bandit to her: a C-Rank bounty at best. 


"Ask him later." He looks away, and blindly reaches for the badge. 


But instead of the cold metal of a badge his hands wrap around a 
pair of deadly claws where it should be. A shiver shakes his 
shoulders as he turns to face a Haxorus. Her red eyes convey a 
malice only matched by ferals and dungeon-crazed madmen. 


Her grip tightens. She could probably crush it into a misshapen 
brass ball. The only thing preventing her is a Smeargle anda 
frightened Prinplup. 


"Let go." She commands, as if the message wasn't already clear. 
"Or | will take it." 


"This doesn't belong to you." Leon speaks 
"You're one to preach." She strikes back. 


Leon tugs on the badge, but her claws are planted there like a 
statue. There's no way to make her budge. Leon looks to Prinn as 
though expecting him to have a plan, but the boy is frozen by fright. 


"It's Braviary's, and-" 


"Did he ever tell you how he got it?” Halcion takes on a mocking 
tone. "What's his story? Don't tell me you're enough of a 
featherbrain to believe every word out of that drunk's maw." 


Leon grits his teeth. 


"Lemme guess, he didn't tell you, huh?" 
Keep it together, Leon. 


"You're going to give me this." Halcion lurches over the table. "And 
in return, | won't tell everyone you're housing a criminal in your guild, 
Scholar." 


Seriously? She's threatening their guilds over one badge? It'll be 
disastrous for the both of them!Threats of this calibre shouldn't be 
shot around with all the grace of a Water Gun. 


There's something wrong with this thing, and if she wants it so bad, 
then there has to be more than anger driving her. 


"What do you know about our Guild?" 
Leon's question catches her attention. She raises a brow. 


"Enough to know you're propped up entirely by your little library and 
those three in your guild who give a damn." 


Heads turn to the Haxorus and the Smeargle, staring each other 
down. It seems each passing moment Leon could end up as a 
smear on the wall but he stands his ground, never moving his hand 
from the badge. 


"Then you're familiar with the fact our Librarian does regular 
background checks on anyone who enters our guild. Do you believe 
she, with all the resources of our guild, would allow a criminal to join 
us?" 


His hands occupied, he flicks his tail in the direction of Halcion's 
badge. Fourth rank. 


"Acquiring your badge must have been difficult, I'm sure. Would you 
be willing to throw it away for a baseless accusation, or are we 
gonna talk like civil people?" 


Halcion's eyes gleam with the fury of the sun. After what seems like 
minutes of agonising silence she relinquishes it. Crossing her arms 
and spitting on the floor. 


"If you're so smart then you'll throw this thing into the ocean." She 
snorts. "It's going to bring you bad luck, and way more attention than 
me." 


"We'll take our chances." 


A badge without a guild to speak of which matches not a single one 
in their entire library. What was its purpose? Who made it? There 
were many hints but none were as eye opening as another guild 
having such a vehement reaction to a little piece of metal. 


If they want to get rid of this cursed thing, then it's up to Braviary. 
Hesitant to take the badge, Prinn reaches over the table and swipes 
it. 


"Um..." the boy looks at the trinket in his hand. "Hey, Halcion?" 
"What is it?” 


She changes the second she speaks to the boy. Halcion's anger is 
gone, hiding under a thin veil of warmness. Maybe she's happy to 
move on from this awkwardness? Leon is too. 


"Remember when | asked you earlier about Braviary?" 
Halcion nods. 


"When you got up last night you weren't just pointing at him, you 
were pointing at this." Prinn flashes the badge. "| don't think Braviary 
did anything bad, he seems nice. Did someone else in his guild hurt 
you?" 


She looks towards Leon and she climbs out of her seat. Her sash 
sways behind her like a dark flag as she walks away. She doesn't 
say a word. 


"Hey!" 


Prinn's cries are ignored. Halcion moves swiftly, carving a trail with 
her tail and stride out of the tavern. This may not be the answer they 
were looking for, but it satisfies Leon. Prinn didn't seem so grateful. 
Prinn lets out a little squeak, sinking back into his seat as he tosses 


the badge onto the table. A sigh of defeat cements the boy's mood. 
"Luh..." 


Prinn reaches over the table, corking the bottle of Oran and ignoring 
the Aspear. Strangely, he slides the enigma wine over. 


"This stuff just tastes like Oran to me." he explains, taking the tiniest 
sip of the mysterious brew. "I, uh, just wanted to see if it's still the 
case." 


Or he wants to taste something stronger than watered down Oran, 
or Prinn is actually curious. Leon's not one for sweets; it's a good 
thing Enigma Wine tastes nothing like Oran to him. 


"Unless you've had some kind of crisis or the brew was botched, it 
wouldn't change." Leon's eyes briefly latch onto the Aspear. "If it's 
Oran-tasting, then | presume you've got deep blue?" 


"Yeup." 


Mapping skills would help a future mariner in some way. Maybe 
there is a future for the boy where he becomes a legendary sailor of 
some kind. The Sea is said to be home to dungeons which make 
their romp through the forest seem like leisurely stroll. If their track 
record of stumbling into a dungeon persists, the boy's gonna need to 
train like mad if he wants to go this route. 


"Mine was blue too, much darker. It was more of a darker grey now 
that | think about it." Leon rambles. "| tasted Coba Berry - which is 
where the blue must have come from, but | don't think those berries 
are supposed to be as spicy. Must've been the actual Enigma Berry 
in it.” 

The Cyan berries are famously dry and bitter. It's no wonder the 
Aspear-guzzling traveller didn't sense it, Leon's taste buds must 
have frozen off. 


"So like, was it more black or more blue? Like a big ocean, or like a 
dark and spooky night?" 


"The latter. Tail Glow made me a good night watchman." Leon flicks 


his tail. "The trick is not a hundred percent, though, no aura reading 
as good as one from a pokemon whose life is seeing into other 
people. If you don't ever like yours then try again some day, could 
always have been the batch." 


"Nah. If I'm seriously re-thinking the aura stuff, I'd look for a Lucario 
instead" Prinn smiles. "I like my fortune, so | think it got it pretty 
right." 


Could the Emporium provide readings similar to their Wine? Prinn 
wouldn't have to go very far if he wants a second opinion. 


"| did the trick with Braviary, you know? When | brought him to 
Scoria Town." 


"He probably just wanted your drink." Leon snorts. 


"Yeah, of course. But when you said you had a really dark aura, it 
reminded me of his. The bottom of his cup was all black, not like the 
sea, or night, or even grey. His aura was like..." Prinn makes a 
snapping motion. "Like he had none. Maybe his head was all foggy, 
maybe it's gotta do with the amnesia. lunno, | just thought it was..." 


"Weird." Leon finishes the boy's sentence. "You may be correct with 
the amnesia. The trick isn't always right." 


He was too tired - his mind too addled to properly theorycraft. Just 
another oddity for Leon to throw up on the all-consuming pile of 
weird things about their bird friend. A trick failing to read him is 
nowhere near the tip of the bird iceberg. 


A minute passes, then a few more.. Minstrel's playing switches its 
tune to a soothing rhythm as the night goes on. Leon's eyes slowly 
to close and- 


"Uhm, Leon?" 


The squeak of a Prinplup calls him from the depths. Leon grunts. 
Prinn is rolling his map up, tucking things away. 


"I'm gonna go look for Halcion. There's something | gotta ask her. | 
won't be long, okay?" 


What was he going to tell the boy no? Of course not. Leon waves 
him off. 


"Don't lose that badge." 


Webbed feet fwip and fwop away as Leon shuts his eyes once 
more, letting music fill the nothingness. Leon deserves this. At this 
moment he's nothing else but another regular, passing out whilst a 
bard's song eases him to slumber. Glasses clink, voices murmur. 


But those voices begin to simmer. The crowds disperse, leaving 
behind a relatively empty tavern with him, the owner, the bard and 
two others. The strumming of a lute keeps him attached to this 
reality, and if it were to leave, so would Leon. 


Bottles are being stowed, chairs pushed back in. The music stops, 
and falls aslumber- 


"My, oh my, couldn't wait for me at all?" 


Leon's eyes shoot open, and across from him are a pair of purple 
irises, slit like a Seviper's - staring at him from the darkness. The 
flick of an unseen limb ignites a candle-sized flame between them to 
reveal a grinning merchant. 


With a curtain draped over the golden feather, the entire Tavern 
becomes the cold dark basement it always was. The flame is kept 
alive long enough for Leon to sit upright, then she extinguishes it. All 
he can see are monochromatic shapes and her mystifying stare. 


Before he can speak; a question immediately rings through his 
groggy mind. Why now? Did she want everyone to leave first? 


"You're late.." Leon grumbles. 


"Mind my tardiness, Dear. | prefer to engage my partners one on 
one. Earlier today was the exception." The hatted Spirit laughs. "I 
don't believe there is such a thing as "wasting time" but there are 
instances where it could be better spent." 


The guildie's gone, and now it's only him, sitting alone in a guildless 
Tavern where even its owner is busy asleep. If she wants to be 


alone with him, she's got him. But why couldn't she speak with him 
in their room? Does this ghost fear eavesdroppers, does she fear 
crowds? 


It's peculiar; as if it's somehow pivotal they only speak when he's 
isolated and cut off from his comrades. The lights too - why does it 
have to be so dark? Is this some manner of intimidation tactic? It 
feels wrong to think these things. 


"Your fire." Leon shifts the conversation. "Couldn't you have kept the 
light on? | thought it was only Dark-Types and cave dwellers who 
like dark cold basements." 


"Can't you see me fine?" She asks. 


There are tiny beams shooting out from the gaps in the feather's 
curtain but none reach their seat. The only light is from her eyes, 
which catch on the brim of her hat, travelling no further. Leon barely 
makes out a grin. 


Leon begrudgingly nods. 


"Then why keep Mystical Fire alight? Sounds like a waste." She 
holds her appendages together like clasped hands. "We can see 
ourselves fine, Leon. But if the dark frightens you | could..." 


"No ." Leon clears his throat. "The dark doesn't frighten me. | was 
not hatched yesterday." 


Using Tail Glow, uncovering the feather, or asking for her flame trick 
is an admittance of defeat. This atmosphere is deliberate; far 
different than the glamorous warmth of her shop. 


"Of course not." She chuckles. "Allow me to be brief with you: the 
only order of Enigma Wine was made two weeks ago.” 


"Even if this exchange were a secret, the usual loud-mouths would 
have made me privy to it." She sighs, or emulates the sound of one - 
ghosts don't need to breathe exactly. "No guildmates were cast to 
retrieve the drop and there's no cause for their Guildmaster to be 
hush." 


At least the guild's not publicly trying to cause trouble. One answer, 
more questions. Leon wants to take another swig, but keeps his 
arms to himself. 


"And Guildmaster Rattata would have noticed anything off about the 
order," Leon says, "and it's assumed these orders have the approval 
of the Sundown's higher-ups..." 


Where could Mienshao hide this in a Town bustling with crime- 
stoppers? Would she expose by picking it up, and where did the 
Aromatisse leave? There has to be an accomplice. 


His head pounds like a hammer, and he groans in defeat. His back 
is to a wall. 


"Are you well, dear? | am only the bearer of news." She pauses, and 
then there's a soft clink in the dark. "A drink for thy troubles? Oran is 
a common cure-all." 


What is one more? 
"Light first." 


"You'll get your light." She chuckles. "I must retire, you'd do well to 
take care of yourself. You know where | can be found." 


At the drop of a hat she's ready to leave. This is his one chance. 
"Can you wait?" 


She turns around. Her expression remains, yearning for his 
question. 


"This would be the third time we've met, and | don't know a thing 
about you. Could | get a name? Something for the record." 


Her body drifts towards her. She is a table's length away, then half a 
length, until he can feel the glow of her eyes upon his face. His tail 
demands everything from him to keep it from igniting. 


"You have everything I've allowed you to know. What more is there 
to ask for?" 


Only the purple in her narrow eyes give off light. The gemstones on 
her robe seem like three diamond-like slashes, and her hat casts a 
permanent shadow over her features. The phantom's uncanny smile 
twists her fabric mouth into a monstrous maw. And it's when she 
speaks he sees it. 


Hidden on the opposite ends of her oddly-shaped mouth, are two 
fangs. Ivory and bone - something which does not belong on a being 
sewn from cloth. 


"| fancy no labels. If you are obliged to give me one, Mismagius shall 
serve well." 


The face-to-face staring contest ends when Leon blinks. She's gone. 
Shadow Sneak, probably, the library is a spirit as well. 


He lights his tail at last, revealing an empty tavern and a half poured 
glass of blue wine. He gathers the bottles, and stands. He looks 
back - alone and not wanting to leave a mess behind - he takes a 
swift drink. 


The burst of Oran-sweetness fills his taste buds. Then a sudden 
bitter taste afterwards, leaving his hatch with a final sting of 
spiciness. 


Coba Berry? 


17 - Thief 


Chapter 17: 17 - Thief 


Prinn leaves the tavern at midnight with Braviary's badge in hand. 
Who he meets may not be who he was looking for. 


// may not have edited this while inebriated. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


A guild's light guides Prinn through the streets of Calico Town as he 
chases the explorer's shadow, weaving as fast as he can through 
empty markets and closed stalls. Prinn can hear her footsteps in the 
night, scratching the stone with its claws, hammering the earth with 
its stride. 


Why is she in such a hurry? Is it the "bad luck", the "unwanted 
attention"? 


There is no reality where this silly toy she is worrying over is worth 
endangering everyone he calls friends, but he'd like to know why 
he'd be throwing it into an ocean first and foremost. 


Nothing is open at this hour, not even the ghost's orb nor the 
Psychic Emporium. The only places which are open are taverns like 
Vileplume's dingy little establishment. Either she's heading to 
another bar to drown her troubles in peace or back to her Guild after 
an extended period of being "bar-ridden." 


He makes it to the bridge, catching Halcion just in time. 


"Hey, Halcion!" 


From atop the bridge, the Haxorus is more intimidating than she's 
ever looked before. Friends do not frighten Prinn however; his feet 
slap across the cobble streets till he stands fearlessly in the Dragon- 
Type's shadow. A welcoming smile spreads across his beak. 


"My name's Prinn." He extends a flipper in greeting. "| don't think | 
ever- 


Her claws grip his hand, shaking it with a strength to topple a 
boulder. 


"Halcion." She introduces herself with a smug nod. "Four-Point 
explorer of Team Vanguard, but | suppose you already knew this." 


No, he didn't actually. The Team name is entirely new, and given 
who was checking up on her when she was out - it's a team which 
comprises her and their suspect. 


"| had to get some air. Your Smeargle pal was barking up the place." 
She pulls her hand away, folding her arms against her burly chest. 
"Couldn't keep his mouth shut for the life of him." 


Sounds like Leon alright. 


"You're not much better," a grin curls up her mouth and reveals 
jagged teeth, "but at least | can stand you." 


This must be a compliment of some kind. The ever-elusive thing 
someone as stuck-up as Leon refuses to dole out. It fills him with a 
fuzzy warm feeling. A chilly breeze from the river reminds him what 
he is here for. 


"| hope you're okay with more questions then. You did kind of run off 
before | got to y'know - ask something? You seemed, erm..." 


"Miffed, yeah." Halcion snorts. "I don't think I'm usually this grumpy. 
Being stuck in a sleep coma is not something which happens often, 
it's been a ride but | think it's let me off the hook for the night." 


"What makes you say that?" Prinn asks. 


She doesn't answer straight away, instead she blinks. Counting the 


seconds which pass by on her three-clawed hands till an arbitrary 
amount of time passes. 


"You know how | get up every once in a while? | never made it this 
far out of that hole without fighting, look at how far I've got! Fate's 
blessed me today!" 


Her guild's light shines on her armour-like scales as she reaches out 
to the sea. Taking a deep breath its winds blow over her, causing 
her new scarf to flutter like a tattered flag. She cackles like a mad 
pokemon in the face of the Sea's arctic cruelty; nothing can phase 
her. 


Except for her sickness, of course. When her laughter dies down, 
her eyes close for just a second and this thing takes hold. Prinn is 
helpless to catch her as she topples like a statue onto the railing. 


Prinn grabs her shoulder in vain, shaking her. 
"Hey! Are you-" 


Her scarf flows wildly, stronger than it did when the winds blew 
through. Its garish, almost-golden fabric sparkles in the artificial 
sunlight. He hears a faint sound - bells. He glances to see the bell- 
shaped patterns animate, creating a brief cacophony which awakens 
Halcion in seconds. 


They both stare in bewilderment at the animating scarf, watching the 
bells ring till their magic turns them back into ordinary patterns. The 
Prinplup's eyes are glowing. 


"Wow! A real one of these?" 


This is a scarf! Not the kinds tailors make - what she has comes 
from fabric found in the deepest depths of dungeons. In the Dusk 
Continent, they were utterly invaluable. And their rarity made them a 
luxury few are lucky to find, and even fewer could afford. Other than 
a badge, it is the mark of a true adventurer. 


Didn't this belong to Minstrel? Prinn ponders. Where in the Dusk 
Continent could someone find this thing? Maybe he brought it from 
abroad? He wasn't here this morning; it's not impossible he could 


have spent all day hunting for it. 


"Never seen one?" She huffs, leaning against the railing for support. 
"| Know they're not much of a thing around here, but you're a guildie 
aren't you?" 


"Ye-" Prinn slaps his forehead, oh right. "Um, no- not yet sorry! 
Guess I'm technically an indie explorer right now." 


There's a bitter taste on his tongue when he speaks this; a pain of 
so many failed applications all for nothing. The miraculous, almost 
story-book discovery of an amnesiac on a beach with a badge was 
the only way he was even let into their doors. He should feel 
fortunate. 


"Huh, | thought you were at least part of the Scholars." She sighs. 
"We were all your age when we started taking interest in this life. 
You have this certain angle to you which puts you above the dozens 
of younger adventurers I've seen - what's your schtick?" 


He unbuckles the tube from his waist. With a pop, the map slides out 
into his flippers and he hands it over to her. She reaches for it with 
her claws, then smartly decides against tearing it to accidental 
shreds. 


"| was always good at remembering places so | got into making 
maps. | figured a lot of scary stuff happens out there in the Sea so | 
wanted to use my typing to help chart it. | made this tube-thingy 
myself. It's airtight so the currents will never mess it up!" 


Maybe it's the fact he's a flightless bird, but it's always been easy for 
him to visualise things as though they were from high above. 
Combine this with some slightly-above-average drawing skills for a 
poke his age and he's able to draft up maps on the spot. The all too 
familiar large rooms and corridors scribbled onto this side of the map 
elicit an amused "huh" from the experienced adventurer. 


"Not bad. Those weird places mix-up and change too often for it to 
be super useful, but..." 


"It's something | drew while we were walking in there," he rattles his 


tube, "| could show you a better-" 


"You made this while walking in there?" Halcion suddenly flares up. 
It takes the kid by surprise. 


"Y-Yeah!" 
"During it?” 
Prinn shakes his head again, he gives the map an eager tug. 


"Yeah! | wasn't in the front, so | had time to draw on it every other 
minute or so? | can make something better when I'm not worried 
about the dungeon guys." 


"Don't undersell yourself, brat!" Halcion's smile softens the blow. 
"Mienshao mentioned you were just some cute kid, but you actually 
know what you're doing!. This is enough to get you into any place 
worth their salt, so why aren't you getting exploration done?" 


Because he's on here investigating her very partner and guild, that's 
why. Her words cause some frustrated feelings to bubble up. There 
is nothing wrong with gossiping a little bit, right? 


"I'm technically independent, and I've been trying to get into the 
Scholar's Guild forever because they've got the big library. It's the 
only place you can really learn stuff here, but Everytime | try to show 
them the maps I've made - they never accept my application no 
matter what | have." Prinn bemoans. "They only now wanna see 
what | can do. Leon's here to watch me and I'm gonna stick a leg out 
for me but there's no promise | can even get in after we get back. I'm 
lucky Leon's even doing this." 


She's absorbing every word, watching like a beast from its cage. 
When he's done, the growl Halcion makes could shake the earth. 


"Gah! Always those snobby Scholars! They get three good people at 
their jobs and they think of themselves as special!" A guild rivalry 
shows its scowling face in her voice. "Don't you listen to them for a 
second Prinn! If they don't want you, then it's their loss!" 


She sounds too furious for it to just be her trying to make him feel 


better; there's truth under her child-like anger. She might actually 
believe in Prinn. Being told day after day his work was never good 
enough to be allowed into a guild, to travelling alongside a bickering 
old bird, having a stranger defend Prinn feels so unusual. It's no 
wonder he took a liking to her. 


"They aren't even as hot as they think they are!" Her claws reach for 
her badge, and rip it off her sash. "You ever see one of those nerds 
with these?" 


She sends the badge soaring through the air, Prinn catches it with 
ease. It's the same sort of badge as Mienshao: a semi-circle either 
representing a setting sun or a moon on the horizon with four 
instead of five points on one side. The badge is, at least in 
comparison to braviary, sort of heavy. It's probably all the spikes 
which have been grafted on by a fire-type. 


"Every guild worth their name, even those spooky-society folks up 
north have a badge to represent them. Some don't have power like 
mine has, but as a guildie you're nothing unless you have something 
to stand for." She reaches a claw over and taps the badge in his 
hands. "If a guild stands for nothing, and no badge to show for it, 
then what's the point in joining one? You're better off running indie 
jobs than you are singing for a guild who doesn't have their act." 


She spits into the waters behind her, hissing under her breath. 


"You'd think with so many books these nerds wouldn't lose sight of 
the Knight's legacy. Utter amateurs." 


Just as questions begin to form about this murmured knight she 
turns around with a half-grin. Halcion swipes her badge out of his 
flippers, and holds it in front of him. 


"Wanna see a trick?" 


What he actually wants to see is what the deal with this Knight is. 
Perhaps if he were to get her to begin rambling she would spit out a 
thing or two about this knight. She has a trick to show him. It's 
bound to be cool, right? 


Prinn nods his head eagerly and watches as she holds this badge 
up to her temple. It shakes like a Magikarp trapped in her claws, 
shining for a brief second before she talks at it. 


"Lunatone?" 
The badge acts like a gateway; a voice speaks on the other side. 


"You're nineteen nights late." The voice is monotone. There is an 
odd way which it echoes from the badge. "Is this to signal the end of 
your extended break?" 


"Possibly." Halcion chuckles. "I won't be able to use this thing again 
for another day, so | may as well ask right now: are we looking for 
newbies?" 


Prinn's heart begins pounding like a drum against his ribs, and he 
waddles up, shaking his flippers back and forth and sweating 
bucketloads. She just grins back at him, her crooked teeth shining 
like pearls. 


"We have an open recruitment policy, yes. Nothing has changed, 
Halcion of Team Vanguard. You have not been gone for too long" Its 
answer sounds exceedingly tiring. A sound of a huge tome hitting a 
desk booms through the gateway. "Do you have more questions, 
Halcion of Team Vanguard? There may be others waiting to 
converse with me." 


She hums, and haws for a second. "Nope!" Then places her other 
hand over the badge, clasping it like one shuts a book. She pins it 
back onto her red sash, scrubbing the iron clean with the back of her 
hand. 


"Our guild does work from sunset to sunrise, travelling with caravans 
all over this darn rock. We can pair these things with another badge 
and talk through them once every day or two." She points to it as if 
the person on the other side's watching. "The fussy guy you heard is 
Lunatone, they're the night coordinator - the day guy is Solrock. 
They share the same badge which a lot of guildies pair to by default. 
They're pretty good to have on hand even if the night guy's kind of 
aan 


She was probably about to say something nasty because she cut 
herself off. The second of silence allows Prinn to step in. 


"Before | ask, what does your badge-" 


"Standing strong in the night, till morning." She gives a confused 
shake of her head. "What it resembles, | don't care. It's a circle 
someone was too lazy to finish." 


Prinn didn't even need to pry her for that nugget of information, huh. 
Now onto the real question. He swallows hard. 


"You weren't serious about what you said, right?" His courage builds 
with each word. "You wouldn't have asked that of Lunatone if | 
wasn't standing right here. As nice as you've been to me, | don't 
know if you guys have the stuff I'm looking for - the resources you 
know? I've been trying to get into the Scholars for ages. | know | 
don't belong to any guild just yet. Changing my path now feels..." 


"It's fine, Prinn." Stoic understanding overrides the anger in her 
voice. "I'm pulling your leg. The road's only open if you want to take 
it. | get all worked up when people badmouth the Knight; drives me 
mad." 


Freezing water runs below their feet, glacial winds pour in from the 
Sea, but the warmth inside him burns hotter than Calico's beacon. 
He has tried, and is still trying to earn his right to the Scholar's Guild. 
Braviary and Leon are betting on him succeeding. He owes it to 
them to succeed in this little investigation for everyone, and Leon's 
guild. After this, who knows what his future holds? As of now his 
burning loyalty has made its home in the Scholar's archives. 


If only he knew what the Scholar's really stand for, then perhaps he 
would know where he wants to end up. A tiny guild of troubled souls 
with no belief to define them. He digs into his carrying tube and pulls 
out a second badge, the featureless emblem of Braviary's guild 
which taunts them day by day. A thought occurs to him. 


A guild with nothing to stand for. 


No badge to show for. 


Could the creation of a badge like Halcion's or Braviary's be simply a 
matter of group mentality - of perceived worthiness? Did he just 
figure it out? 


"Indie, are we?" 


As if the badge in Prinn's flipper summoned it, a voice appears from 
the blue. The plumage along his neck rises up as he snaps towards 
its source. 


Nothing. Two lampposts and the guild's beacon light a street void of 
life. The windows have no light from within them; no doors are open. 
Even Halcion sounds perplexed. There is no place for this 
mysterious voice to hide. 


Other than in plain sight. 


Emerging from behind a lamp is an impossibly slender lizard even 
taller than even Halcion. A membranous pink crest runs from his 
down to two coattails. His hands are sterile white, and their eyes 
glare like two gold rings in the darkness. A white cravat ties a mantle 
to their shoulders - he dresses like an explorer. 


Prinn shrinks into Halcion's claws, holding Braviary's precious medal 
close to his chest. The Lizard steps forward, stopping a distance 
aways with a hand on his toothpick waist. His eyes don't leave Prinn 
for a moment. 


"We're cut from the same cloth." He dusts his cravat. "But my way of 
independence has taken an abrupt turn as of late. My long, 
lonesome path has led me to where we are now, on this lonesome 
bridge." 


Everything about them is a mystery, but Prinn is sure they've seen 
the gaudy crest in the Tavern. There was another pokemon at their 
table, right? Where were they? 


"Why are you out here?" Halcion speaks up. "If you want 
somewhere to hang, the Hollow Dream's Tavern is the way you 
came." 


"| know. You were there Hal, and so were you, boy." They restrain a 


chuckle. "Sorry, Prinn is your name, right? You're the friend of 
Burke?" 


He drops the name like Prinn did not spend a whole day trying to 
figure it out. 


"Halcion is my name." She retorts with cold indifference. Her claws 
are the only things between Prinn and this stranger. "And we're not 
friends. Now If there is something you want to say, spit it out 
already." 


"Fine. I'll forgo the pleasantries then." 


He steps forwards, extends an acusitory finger, and hold the pose. 
His reptilian eyes past his hand, locking the duo in their sights. Prinn 
flinches. 


"One of you is in possession of something important to me." His 
voice is drenched with determination. "Ordinarily I'd rather we speak 
in more cordial circumstances, but fate has not afforded us this 
luxury. Be thankful you've forgotten, Hal, and | caution you not to 
waste this fortune chasing a sense of nostalgia." 


"lam sure we could arrange a day at the Emporium to have Xatu 
pick through your mind, but he's been suspiciously absent since you 
showed. Thanks to Burke, | have it on good word psychic tricks are 
useless on amnesiacs." 


Halcion was as silent as she was in her death-like slumber. Her grip 
on Prinn tightens as do his flippers around the badge. The Lizard 
has yet to move. 


"Neither of you have or could lead me to what I'm looking for, but | 
know what can." 


A membrane flicks over his eyes, blotting their eyes black and 
turning their pupils pink. Prinn hears Halcion take a deep breath. 


"Sorry, Hal." 


Two cracks akin to the sound of shattering ice sound off. Before 
Prinn sees the attack, Halcion spins her around as two watery 


bullets splash against her armour scales. She releases Prinn to grab 
her badge, and a look of terror overcomes her face. 


She already used its ability. 


Prinn looks past her to see a going on the Lizard's fingertip. A third 
shot is coming. An Bubble wells up out of his throat and punts it with 
his free flipper. 


He leaps out of the way, landing on the balustrade with precision. 
He bolts across the tightrope, and Halcion stares down an imminent 
fourth shot. 


"Gotta slow him." She tells herself. 


The bridge beneath Prinn shakes as she slams her talons into the 
stone. A chunk of rock rises up in front of her and she whips her tail 
around pitching a Rock Tomb at their foe. It careens straight into his 
path and- 


Stops. 


There's no glimmer, no sign that a psychic held the shot in the air, 
just a deepening feeling of dread in his stomach. As like a thousand 
unseen hands have put themselves infront of the Inteleon, catching 
the hunk of stone till it freezes mid air. He bounds off the attack like 
a spring, leaping over. 


Prinn looks up to see the Lizard clutching his cravat, lining up a shot. 
PLINK 


Braviary's badge endures the blow, sending itself soaring out of his 
flippers downriver. There's a splash below the bridge, and their foe 
is gone. 


No! No! His mind races as he scurries towards the other side of the 
bridge. He scours the abyssal river from the edge trying to spot a 
glimmer of gold among the waves of darkness, but every second he 
wastes here is another for it to drift further towards the heartless 
Sea. Prinn can't afford to lose it, but the ever-tightening dread inside 
his stomach glues his flippers to the floor. He can't bring himself to 


move even if he wants to. 


No matter how brave he can be, Prinn is weak. Either the currents or 
the lizard somewhere in those waters will do him in. There is no time 
to think this through; the panic is eating away at him. 


He nearly jumps off when Halcion suddenly slams her claws onto 
the railing, chipping the masonry. 


"Damnit!" The Dragon-type curses. "They were waiting for me to use 
my badge the whole time, the sly bastard! Them running off like that 
has made it personal! You and | are gonna get my guild, then we're 
gonna find them and rip this fool to shre-" 


"No!" 


Prinn shouts. She swerves back to the little bird, her expression 
turning from wrath to bewilderment. 


"N-no!" Prinn lays a flipper on his chest, feeling his heart pound. "T- 
That's my friend's badge! It's my fault I lost it while out here, and | 
don't wanna make this any more worse for him by dragging another 
guild into this!" 


"I can fix this, I-it's my problem anyways! | really don't want it to be a 
bigger mess than it already is." Prinn begs. "Please, if | ever need 
your guild's help by tomorrow you know where you can find me, 
okay?" 


He can tell she's just chomping at the bit to get her gaggle of 
guildies to find this thief. With a deep breath, her fury leaves. 


"Prinn," she says slowly, "what does that thing mean to you?" 
The badge? 


"It's my friend's. For all the everything he puts me through and all the 
trouble that badge gets, it means the whole world to Burke." He says 
the name - she knows it now anyways. "I don't even know if he can 
get another from his guild, Halcion. | don't want him to lose this." 


"It's Hal." 


Guess he's the newest member of the Hal Club after the previous 
guy left: second being Mienshao. 


Without warning she hoists the boy off his feet like a hatchling with 
one arm while she draws imaginary lines with the other. Was she 
about to- 


"| think | saw it go to the market's side, which is good for you. Your 
friends are gonna hear you scream if this turns out to be a disaster." 


She's the catapult and he's the stone. Prinn takes a deep breath, 
tucking himself up into a feathery blue sphere. 


"Spread your wings and fly, little squire!" 


A powerful Dragon Tail whips him right on his back. He flies 
outwards with all the grace of a flightless avian leaping off a cliff, 
soaring high into the air while his back screams in agony. 


And for a few beautiful seconds up in the skies everything seems so 
quaint. Thieves, magical trinkets, wine - none of those awful things 
exist. Up here it's only him not-so-gracefully soaring over the world. 


He plummets into the river with a ginormous splash, Halcion's move 
sending him speeding against the opposing current. Streaks of the 
guild's light shine from the waves above and coat the riverbed with a 
soft glow, he can see shadows of driftwood and rocks in the silt. 


Glacial waters, winter currents; Prinn is in his element. He tucks his 
flippers in, kicking his webbed feet and letting the momentum carry 
him against the tides. A sparkle in the silt to his left cries out to him. 
He immediately shifts course, holding out a flipper in anticipation. 


Closer and closer, he can nearly feel the metal in his hand when he 
hears a loud crack from behind. 


Prinn kicks off the dirt below whilst the shot comes careening behind 
him. His flippers wreath around the emblem as a bolt bites into his 
leg, forcibly making him twist around. Prinn meets eyes with the 
thief. 


The momentum provided by Halcion's throw could carry him for a 


good while, but the thief needs no head start to compete. The 
Intelon is practically gliding through the river, his membranes acting 
like a ship's sails. His tail doing most of the work swimming, his 
hands are free to shoot Prinn down. 


He kicks off the silt again, clutching his goal tight to his chest. He 
waits for the second shot, then blindly tosses a bubble behind him. 


Good news is, he didn't need to focus on hurling up the water for 
Bubble because there is plenty to go around at the bottom of a river. 
Bad news is blowing bubbles at people is just as, if not more useless 
while underwater. The second shot harmlessly collides with the 
Bubble, but when Prinn tries to follow up with another it hardly 
reaches its mark before it's sent floating up to the surface. 


Oh right, bubbles do this. 


The thief bolts downriver, making a long way around Prinn whilst he 
fires off bubble after bubble. Every time he comes close to even 
grazing the Inteleon he reaches into his cravat and causes the 
bubbles to freeze. His move becomes so harmless he is able to kick 
himself off of them. 


And now he has cut him off 


He sees the Inteleon ahead and jams his feet into the silt, kicking it 
up like murky dust. The Guild's sun shines through the water upon 
their sandy surroundings and the two stare down, the river current 
humming in their ears. 


The Inteleon stands in front of them, his tail already folded along the 
river's floor ready to spring him - quite literally - into action. At this 
range Prinn's bubble could hit them, but projectiles don't work on 
this person. If Prinn wants to do anything - which he's still a 
complete rookie at battling - he has to fight him in flipper-to-hand. 


Pecking at his eyes would put the badge in arm's reach of the 
Inteleon. Prinn is effectively stuck between a thief and a wharf too 
far to make running worth it. With him cornered, the lizard speaks 


up. 


"| admire you and your friend's ingenuity, but this is where your 
stream of fortune peeters to an end." His voice dances between the 
line of pity and praise. "Should you relinquish your badge to me right 
now | shall let you swim away." 


"What's so important about the badge to you?" Prinn keeps an eye 
on his hands, watching them rest around his hips. "I-If you have a 
good reason for wanting | think we can work something out with my 
friend, | wouldn't mind." 


"| have my reasons, but | don't tell secrets." He flinches as their 
hand moves, only to see them wag a finger. The jerk. "You should 
have listened to Hal when she was growling in the tavern: | am the 
unwanted attention she tried so hard to warn you about. Burke's 
badge will lead me to what | want." 


No point in asking what their wants are, they're gonna side-step it. 
He's got maybe one or two more questions before they ask before 
it's go-time. 


Speaking of this Burke, there were more names on the list of 
regulars. Out of all the names there's one he doesn't recognize. It's 
worth a shot to connect the two. 


"Are you Lou T, an Inteleon? You're the guy with a three hundred 
tab at the tavern?" 


"It's Louisa." They do a short curtsy, their membranes flap in the 
tidal currents. "I'm a gentleman. What more do you know?" 


Louisa T, male Inteleon with three hundred debts. It would help to 
write this down but he's not going to soil his maps. There's 
something he knows he's forgetting. He's not going to waste his time 
thinking." 


"I don't know, but can you tell me what's under your cravat?" Prinn 
squints at the flowing white fabric.. "Every time a move gets thrown 
at you, it slows and acts funny when you touch it." 


"Tardy more and you will find out." 


Very succinct. Now comes the part where he asks Prinn for the 


badge where Prinn inevitably says no, and they fight again. 
Prinn takes a split second to look at his cards: 


Bubbles are quicker to come out underwater, float up rapidly, and 
have their range reduced. They're also sturdy enough to bounce off. 
Good to know. 


Peck might be useful as a last resort, though he's really not a person 
to go for a pokemon's eyes - which is the only way it's going to be 
effective. Bad overall option, may have its use. 


Whenever Louisa reaches into his cravat he freezes things. He's 
done this two times. Maybe he has an orb that does- 


"Now, as we've discussed." Louisa doesn't wait for Prinn's thoughts/. 
"Will you fork the badge over or are you going to be difficult, Prinn?" 


One hand pointing forward, the other cross over his cravat, he's 
absolutely ready to fire a bolt. This is going to be exceedingly 
difficult. Prinn is way over his head. He's still sore in two places, his 
heart's racing, but the only thing on his mind is saving the one thing 
Braviary holds dear. 


Prinn steels himself, taking in a gulp of the cool water surrounding 
him. It's either this, or having one heck of time explaining to Leon. 
It's time to go. 


Louisa's water bolt sounds off like the ferocious crack of a vine whip, 
Prinn immediately spits out a bubble and the two connect. A second 
bubble, a second shot. His shots stop coming after Prinn continues 
with a third bubble. Four, five, exhaustion threatens to take him but 
he manages to throw out a good seven globs in Louisa's way. With 
the eight, it lands as a sad glob at his feet. He holds the bubble 
down with his good foot. 


Seven of them hover in Louisa's direction, most already beginning to 
rise. Louisa's tail launches him for an aerial strike as an object 
attached wire floats out of his cravat. 


This thing is gear as dark as iron and no bigger than the size of his 
gangly hand. The deep black metal consumes any light around it. 


The ornamental clock-like engravings on each of its faces glow red 
in the darkness. His eyes lock onto Prinn as he clutches the gear, 
causing it to shine brightly, then... 


The bubbles stop, the ripples in the water freeze. For those brief 
seconds the rivers no longer flow and nothing other than the two 
water-types that seem to exist. 


A second flash, everything other than those bubbles flows once 
more. Louisa, floating above, shoots downwards - cutting through 
Prinn's minefield. 


Only for them the ground beneath him as the pathetic eighth bubble 
rises, taking Prinn to the sky along with it. He sees the Inteleon up 
above gritting his teeth, and fires off a third shot right for Prinn's 
badge. 


It's no use, the bubble carrying him blocks the shot aiming for his 
chest. Though it leaves the Prinplup helplessly adrift, he's a water 
type, and there's already five bubbles waiting for him. Prinn's good 
foot finds the nearest bubble, pushes off as hard as he can, and 
launches him face to face with a bewildered Lizard. 


Please flinch. 


Prinn's beak digs into the back of Louisa's shooting hand like a 
beaky spear. Thies gives him the one precious second to float up, 
and towards the river's glistening surface 


The Prinplup's body launches out from the water onto the 
cobblestone where he tumbles onto the streets like a boulder.. 
Prinn's body is caught on a lamppost, slamming him to a bone- 
cracking halt. He gasps in pain 


It wasn't the landing he wanted, but it got him onto dry land far away 
from the river monster. Now Prinn's whole body is sore all over: his 
back from the Dragon Tail, the shot which got his leg, and now his 
entire left side feels like something's broken.. 


He clutches the badge. This thing is more trouble than it's worth 


after all, but forking it away to a stranger as determined as Louisa 
seems like a bad idea altogether. Whatever he wants it for - it's 
probably to do with a crime. And what was the thing in his hand 
anyways? It looked like a piece of a contraption. 


Despite its crimes against Prinn, the pole helps in getting onto his 
one good foot, but his walk's an even worse wobble than it usually 
is. If he can limp to the tavern then he'll be safe in his friend's arms. 


He is going to get better at this whole fighting thing some time in the 
future but oh dear has it wrought a terrible feeling brewing inside of 

his stomach. There was no way two water-type pokemon spitting at 
each other in the depths of a river was going to do either of them in; 
yet tthat was a person he was shooting at - not a bottle sitting up on 
a beach. 


Prinn swallows these thoughts for a moment. He peers into a nearby 
alleyway, then squirms past it. He's at the square now. Though its 
lights are no longer on, the tavern's safety is only on the other side 
of this huge wide open space where there's nowhere to hide. 


Except for the ghost's tent, maybe. 


Looking from side to side, and on feet which aren't made for 
sprinting at all - the flightless bird makes a stumbling break for it. 
Anxiety builds with every brick he crosses. He looks all around, 
down every adjacent street, from right to- 


Someone emerges from a perpendicular street. The Sneasel's fur is 
as dark as the night but their big blue hat catches the guild's glow. 
He sees the shine of their deadly hook-shaped claws and he wants 
to scream in horror. He was so close. 


They just stay there, standing at the other side of the square raising 
their shining claws while Prinn's freezes in fear. They swipe the air, 
and- 


Prinn leaps at the sound of a distant pop. A water bullet explodes a 
brick near his foot, turning his dive into a tumble as he rolls towards 
the only place he can hide: the tent. 


Its owner is nowhere to be seen. The wares are half-packed, as if 
the spectre vanished in a hurry. He's safe. 


The Inteleon's moves could through the tent's walls if they were 
butter, it is the precious goods Prinn is surrounding himself in which 
made any shot nigh-impossible. 


Coming here is still a mistake, there is no way out other than 
towards the Sneasel. There is no way out other than towards the 
Sneasel. Prinn looks around for anything which could help him. 


He can see their reflection in the orbs. They are closing in. Prinn 
grabs the biggest orb he can carry, neither sure if he should throw it 
or toss it at his feet, but priming it in his empty flipper for when the 
ice type crosses- 


They stop.. 


He peers through the door. The Sneasel is looking off towards the 
tavern. 


"Sorry, dearest. We may be creatures of the night, but even this is 
too late for me to be open." 


Sneasel peers up from their hat to reveal a look of dread upon their 
face. They leave like a creature into the night. Who is this voice? 


"What an oaf." 


A purple phantom floats into the doorway and Prinn is hit with dread. 
Her black eyes, slit like a serpent's, have a malice this world has 
never seen, and two long fangs peek out of her terrible scowl. What 
is he looking at? She's nightmarish! 


The orb he's holding slips out of his flippers and she catches it 
before it shatters. Her hat's bands drape past her face; a mirthy 
smile instantly washes over her face. 


"My kind possesses an ability to induce hallucinations. You may 
have seen something which was never supposed to be seen by you; 
| assure you it's only as real as a bad dream." 


Her words are more akin to a cold dismissal than a friendly 
assurance. After all he's been through this evening, her words aren't 
convincing in this lightest. Prinn is too exhausted to bicker. 


"Umn, thanks." Prinn warbles out. "That person isn't coming back, 
right?" 


"The Sneasel?" She's already stocking her orbs away, putting them 
into silk-lined boxes. "If she has any sense of preservation she'd be 
far, far away by now. Her lizard friend is probably coddling her. I'm 
more curious to know how you attracted the ire of those two.." 


"Protecting this." He flashes the bird's badge to her then tucks it 
away - this time depositing it into the carrying tube. "The uh, Lizard? 
Well his name is Louisa and he wanted it so much he attacked me. | 
would've been done if you hadn't given the Sneasel a scare." 


"No need to thank me, think of it as an apology." She laughs softly. 
"T'was rude of me for not letting you in when you first strolled 
through, your friend had the demeanour of a man who talks 
business so | only thought it right to speak with him one on one. 
He's a busy-body, is he not?" 


"Do you know him?" He asks. 


She waves a cloth appendage. The boxes begin to organise 
themselves, most vanishing underneath the lavish tablecloth. The 
phantom turns around with a smirk. 


"Leon wears who he is on his chest much in the way your other 
friend dons the strange badge." Her voice has a hint of curiosity. "A 
badge so peculiar as to attract such rambunctious adventurers to it." 


"Your friends' badge is not the first of its breed I've seen, the identity 
of its wearer | shall keep to myself. For what | deemed as a paranoid 
warning at the time, I've hence realised it is their ability." 


"Louisa and other sorts are seeking your badge to locate something, 
or someone. Your imperative as the badge's holder is to keep it out 
of their grimy palms." 


"Something?" 


She raises her hat. Her glowing pupils dilate in the dark. 


The pitch black gear comes to mind. What is it? What does it do? In 
all the time he's heard stories of Guilds not a single one of their 
badges come as close as to halting everything in a space at once. 
What he saw was deeply unexplainable, more magical than the 
hundreds of orbs surrounding him as he struggles to speak. It's like 
anyone has ever seen, yet he was using it like one would use an orb 
or a seed - a tool to get him closer to what he desired more: Burke's 
mysterious badge. 


What does this unknown guild stand for? Can Braviary even use it? 
It's all so exhausting. Prinn's head is pounding. 


"Maybe, uh... maybe it could locate me a bed... oh dear I'm tired." 
She laughs. 


"Want me to accompany you, then? If you worry so much about 
thieves, that is." 


He'd be off the walls normally; however she seriously frightens him. 
He's not afraid to admit it. All Prinn does is shake his head. With her 
eyes watching from her domain he returns to the tavern, opens the 
door, and steps into its soft gold glow. 


Safe at last. 


And for a place presumably well after working hours it was 
surprisingly lit. The bar is not open, but downstairs is Smeargle 
rummaging through bottle after bottle while a golden feather shines 
down on his crimes. A bard at the bar tries to convince him of his 
wrongdoing. 


"You already smashed one," a tired Minstrel laments, "if you keep 
tasting them you're gonna ruin the batches and rack up a tab to 
make your friend blush!" 


A bottle of oran lies in ruin beneath the chatot's stool, its bright blue 
guts tainting the wooden floor. Leon is behind the counter digging 
through the oran part of the rainbow, leaving half-opened bottles all 
along the bar. Leon takes sips out of each and every one. 


"My guild will cover the damages. If they don't then I'll pay out of my 
own pocket." Leon marks this bottle with a swipe of his tail, leaving a 
green splotch. "Do you even work here?" 


"Why should it matter?" Minstrel shrugs his wings. "I'm more worried 
about you than | am about my venue. You could get your entire guild 
into a fuss if you keep this up." 


"I'm not getting them into any ‘fuss' because you're going to tell 
Vileplume to put the mess you see on the tab." 


Leon glances the way of the door and his baggy eyes shoot open. 
Minstrel notices Prinn as well. The silence is palpable. The only 
thing heard about the tavern is Prinns shuffling towards the bar. 


"I'll handle it." Minstrel completely changes gears, swiping one of 
nine Oran bottles and holding it out to Prinn. "Just have a seat and 
take it slow. You look like you had a rough night." 


Prinn flops onto the nearest seat to minstrel, and wets his beak with 
Oran. The sweet taste reverberates through his body, refreshing him 
like a bath. 


"What happened? You look rough." Leon's already on him. "Don't 
tell me you've lost-" 


Prinn lays the badge on the counter. The rainbow feather's light 
makes the damp metal sparkle. 


"A lot happened, Leon." He explains between small, meticulous sips. 
"| got hurt, but I'm okay. | think I'm safe here." 


Leon glances between the two, hands clasping together. Waves his 
tail at minstrel. 


"Could you leave me and him be? | need to talk to him." 

"Already planning to, it seems only right." Minstrel swerves around in 
his stool. "Hope you can figure out what's the deal with the Oran 
supplies around h-" 


"No! Please let him stay!" 


Prinn's squawk catches them by surprise, and Minstrel slowly spins 
back to him. Out of all the people he's met that Prinn trusts, maybe 
the bard knows a thing. Prinn takes one final sip, then speaks. 


He tells them everything. The secret to the Sundown Guild's badge, 
his guesses to how badges work, how the Inteleon shadowed whilst 
inside and outside of the tavern and the battle which ensued in 
chase of the badge downriver, there being more badges out there. 
The only thing he left out was Halcion's stunt of suggesting he 
should join their fold, and the one he is leaving for last. 


"Louisa, the guy who | had to fight. He had this thing under his 
clothes the whole time and when he touched it, objects seemed to 
act funny. | don't know how else to describe it other than it's like they 
froze in mid air." 


The bard leans in, taking in every word he has to say and Leon is as 
retentive as always. 


"It was shaped like a gear." Prinn explains further. "It was pitch black 
with these glowing markings." 


Minstrel was mystified. Something behind his eyes clicks, it's like 
watching an old memory bubble up to the surface. He speaks up. 


"Prinn?" 
The boy nods, listening. 


"I've come from a place called the Grass Continent. It ain't where | 
was born, my birthplace being on the more green side of the Desert 
Continent, but the Grass Continent's recent legends brought me 
there to seek stories to write and sing about. One of them has stuck 
with their people ever since it's happened." 


There's the hint of a quiver in Minstrel's voice, but he sounds utterly 
sure. Prinn was absolutely right to have him on this. 


"This gear of yours you saw in Louisa's possession. The way it 
slowed things down, how he used it." 


"Could you say it distorts time?" 
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Leon figures it out, and the trio follow up on this new desperate lead. 


When he closes his eyes or crumbles into bed, he always comes 
back here. He will never rest; the day he escapes this horrible Sea is 
when he'll close his eyes for good. 


But tonight was different. It was quiet . 


Like being miles away or fathoms beneath the Sea, the wind's 
screams and the waves' rumblings are faraway whispers. He cannot 
hear his breath, nor the flapping of ragged clothes. Everything is 
silent. The storm has become a place of rest. 


He floats motionlessly, his insides churning. A sound tries to break 
the silence, a familiar voice. Foreign words and ideas gurgle from 
the annals of his mind. 


B.... 


It sounds like nonsense, too quiet, too muffled. It is drowning in the 
depths by a Sea of Braviary's making - a Sea of wine. What was 
once a poison now protects him. 


BeBe Tote Kes 
It's angry. 
Click... cl... 


Not a voice this time, a mimicry of an eternal sounds of ticking time 
fade further and further, deeper into the waters than this voice has 


ever been before. 


His whole world starts to shake, something powerful - a second 
voice, calls to him.. 


"Br..avi... Braviary!" 
"Get up!" 


His eyelids pry open to see a Smeargle standing over him, his 
hands on his poncho, stirring up Braviary's insides with every shake. 
There is a desperation in Leon's voice, and the way gets up into his 
beaky face reflects this. 


"We don't have time." Leon commands him. "I'm sorry to have 
disturbed you, but plans have changed, Braviary. You can get your 
sleep after we're out of here. Minstrel's footing the bill of any pick- 
me-ups we might need to get you going." 


"What?" Braviary gurgles, confused. 


There's a mix of fear, tiredness and bewilderment spinning in his 
head. Though more stronger than any of those feelings is a sense of 
- well - comfort he'd say. The concern he hears in Leon's otherwise 
monotone voice makes him feel ever warmer. 


"You heard me." The Smeargle gives him a parting pat on the 
shoulder, then backs away. "Do you need help getting up? We're in 
a hurry." 


"You can start by explaining’ what's gotten you all worked up." 
Braviary reaches for his badge and breathes a sigh of relief. "Y'all 
seem spooked." 


"Downstairs." 


Leon flicks open the door with his tail and vanishes into the tavern. 
Braviary is alone once more. That warmth is now gone. As much as 


he wants to stew here forever, Leon is not going to wait for him. 
So he kicks his legs out of bed, and gets u- 


Turns out, moving so quickly out of bed was the worst thing he 
could've done. All of the poison flows up to his head, drudging up his 
lunch along with it. He looks around the room, finds the oversized 
bucket, and throws himself over to it as his insides burst. 


Awful. It takes a minute of gagging for it to leave him, and when 
Braviary's done he feels all the worst for it. He sees what's left of his 
enigma wine sitting next to the window and he lets its caramelly 
taste wash out everything else. With nothing in here but his dinner in 
a pail, he leaves through the door, tucking the empty bottle under his 
poncho. 


The tavern's bright gold light did not help his throbbing headache. 
Joining his friends at the bar is the bard from earlier. Prinn stuffs a 
map away as Braviary comes close. 


"Minstrel, | reckon?" Braviary points with his beak. 


"That's indeed who | am." The Chatot smirks. "I'm officially part of 
your problem now." 


Braviary scoots up to the bar - hatted fellows on stools, bald ones 
behind it.. Prinn looks pleased to see him, albeit he looks like he's 
had a rough day. There's also tons of oran wine just sitting around 
everywhere, half of them covered in green paint. What happened? 


He's about to learn. 


"There's two reasons why we're leaving." Leon clears his throat. 
"One is good, the other is unforeseen and unprecedented. I'll start 
with the bottles." 


There's two groups, all of them Oran Wine. The ones with the green 
splotches on them have no label with the exception of one. 


"Vileplume isn't here. Since they're a person who thrives off 
neutrality, I'm going to assume they're not laundering stolen wine. | 
have it on Minstrel's word the Flower is a law-abiding type." 


Leon nods at Minstrel. It's the specific nod he gives when he's 
putting his faith in someone. 


"Enigma Wine is unique, as far as I'm aware we're the only people 
around who can brew it to have the reading effects. Unless you have 
an already established network of criminals and compliant traders - 
something | know would be a nightmare to have set up - then 
distributing stolen Enigma Wine would be incredibly difficult on this 
continent." 


"If you were already in control of a brewery you could make it work." 
Leon suggests. "You'll be able to sell the product right under 
everyone's noses." 


Saying this, Leon takes a deep breath and the colour in his already 
dour face fades into monochrome. 


"When | was a caravan runner, | would go pick up shipments from a 
place not far out of Calico. The winery was ransacked after | left, 
and these bottles..." 


Leon takes one, showing Braviary the bottom. There are three 
letters on its base - OOD. Braviary is too tired to take a stab. 


"Oran Orchard Distillery. It's our best lead so far." Another sigh, the 
worst has yet to come. "| was going to have us head out in the 
morning, but Prinn can tell the rest. 


Scrapes along his front, patches of feathers missing and bruising 
along his side - Prinn's been through the ringer. Whatever's put him 
into this state, it sure wasn't the army of bottles they've got him used 
to gunning down. He looks like a wreck, yet he smiles through it all. 


"lL uhm, left when - erm..." 


When he glances at Leon, the smile fades. Prinn takes a deep 
breath. 


"| took your badge when you were sleeping." 


"You what!?" 


Braviary leaps over the bar - only for his scrambled insides to sit him 
right back down. He knew Prinn was bound to swipe this thing, he'd 
ought to be more angry at himself for thinking it wouldn't have 
happened. 


Leon seems equally perturbed, did he not know? 


"Look, um. | took it because | wanted to figure out what it did - 
okay?" Trepidation replaces Prinn's confidence. "I brought it to the 
Haxorus lady because she's from a guild and | figured she'd know a 
th-" 


"You took it to another guild?" Braviary hollers. 


"| didn't! She's my friend, listen for a sec okay? With her help | think | 
figured out how badges are made. | took yours to her because me 
and Leon were thinking yours acted as a compass or something - 
we weren't the only ones." 


"Over there, remember the guy sitting with a Sneasel?" Prinn points 
to an empty booth. "The tall one was named Lousia, he's an 
Intelleon who | think is big in the Anomalous Society" 


Society? Sounds odd. The confusion must be apparent because 
Leon instantly steps in. 


"Think of a guild with an informal structure. They usually have a 
common goal." Leon explains. "The Anomalous Society is the third 
group on the Dusk Continent." 


Braviary nods. 


"Louisa wanted your badge." Prinn points at it. "He was trying to look 
for something and he said your badge could lead him to it. Me and 
Hal did what we could to keep it away from him, but everytime we 
threw stuff at him they'd freeze." 


"He's an ice type?" Braviary recalls the beanpole in the corner, a 
bright blue and pink fellow who's a foot above his height. "He didn't 
look so icy to me." 


"We shot your badge into the river, and if he had ice powers he 


probably would've frozen me down there. So it wasn't ice, It was 
like..." 


Prinn holds both flippers, mimicking the action of a projectile flying 
towards the other and stopping. 


"It was like that. He had this thing which let him-" 
"That doesn't make a lick of sense, Prinn." 


There's a reason for it - a trick. If it wasn't a badge or an orb, what 
could possibly fit into the palm of a lizard's hand which could cause 
something only reasonably explained as magic? Maybe this Louisa 
is secretly psychic, holding things with his mind before they hit them. 


Braviary sighs. 


"Okay, so he's a magician and he wants my badge." The old man 
gives in. "What are we going to do, report him?" 


"Well, what you people need to do is to get out of here." 


It's Minstrel who speaks up. It is unlike a jovial bard to sound so 
worried for a group of strangers. 


"| have a good idea what Louisa is after. I've been acquainted with a 
friend from the Grass Continent who's personally familiar with these 
sorts of things, and if | can't mail him, then I'm catching Lapras out 
across the Sea." Minstrel pulls a pouch of coins from under his 
funny looking hat. He looks ready to go. "I ain't gonna say what it is 
because it's never done anyone good to leap to conclusions, but 
plenty of blood's been spilled over treasures like these, and I'd 
advise you to run back to your guild for all your sakes." 


The look hidden by Minstrel's hat is intense, and makes Braviary 
shiver when he sees it. 


"You especially, Bird." 


Minstrel slides out of the stool, and before he could make for the 
doorway, an awkward squeak stops him in his tracks. 


"Thanks!" Prinn cries out. "T-Thanks for helping us!" 
A chuckle comes from the staircase. 


"You're not the ones I'm helping." 


When she was told to bring the wine elsewhere she expected to 
deliver it to a bunch of burnout adventurers up near Halfway Rock. 
But the directions handed to her by a Riolu from Calico's Guild leads 
her off the beaten path. It wasn't to a camp near a dungeon, or to an 
unmarked settlement deep within the mossy sprawl of the Dusk 
Continent. Waiting at this unmarked fork in the road is a farmstead 
encircled by hills of dead berry trees. 


The stench of decaying oran could make a Grimer wretch. Patches 
of weeds infest the path through the trees, and she barely makes 
out a blue figure waiting on the steps to once beautiful manor. It's 
the Lucario to the Riolu from earlier. 


Whoever this guildie is they couldn't have picked a more unusual 
place to meet. Were there ghost-types out here they were pals with? 
This place reeks of haunting - it also reeks in general. But she's an 
Aromatisse; her sense of smell may as well be kaput. 


Now's the time to get rid of these. There is no way she's going to be 
making it to Lapis with four barrels in her cart. 


Wheeling the cart to the steps with Psychic, she immediately goes to 
grab the goods as Lucario steps down to greet her. 


He stops just shy of casting her in his shadow. Aromatisse looks up 
at the nuisance. 


"Took you a while!" 


She can tell by the tone of his voice he is a thorn in everyone's side. 
He wears the torn cap of a Murkrow on his head, and the caped 
mantle he wears is so scruffy it looks like he's got a coat of feathers. 
His aura spikes - bones, have a brass-like layer to them. This 
includes his yellow teeth, which he's carved with the words "EAT 


IT!" on the top row. 


He knows she can see his horrendous teeth, and he's proud. So 
much he offers her a better look by pulling at the corners of his 
smile, hooking his grotesque maw agape. She can clearly see 
where the brass ends near the base, and that the letters cut deep 
enough to reveal his whites. It's a marvel of self-mutilation. 


"I'm Lucario." His smirk remains, the hands drop. "I don't think you 
need a name, but you think you'll need to see this." 


Lucario reveals something from his cape: a five-point badge from 
the Sundown Guild. He's legit. Way too high rank to be out waiting 
for deliveries. 


"So they sent a Five to do a Two's job? Is wine seriously that 
important?" 


"| asked myself, they said it's precious cargo so who am | to judge?" 
Lucario shrugs dramatically. "You need help getting back there?" 


She opens a latch on her hooded cart, revealing a cluttered interior. 
There are four barrels shoved into the back, a bedspace, and two 
dangling burners running constantly. 


This is her home, she didn't like Lucario wanting in. She can always 
throw the barrels out with psychic, but that is no way to handle 
supposedly precious cargo. 


"No." 


She takes a big step inside, hunching herself over and walking 
through dangling chains and tapestries. When Aromatisse puts her 
hands on the closest barrel she smothers her beak against it and 
takes a sniff. Still good, still enigma wine. 


"What's with the order of Enigma Wine? If your friends are worried 
about aura readings, the guild has you, don't they?" 


Cargo in hand, she turns around. Lucario isn't there. She takes a 
confused moment to listen and hears the patter of wings overhead. 
Murkrow mail. Probably the guild being pedantic. 


Aromatisse steps out into the midafternoon sun, looking skywards 
for any sign of a fluttering mailman. She makes a mistake. 


A powerful strike beats into her gut. Again, and again, steel-powered 
punches rip into her. Her assailant, Lucario, beats the air out of her 
with Bullet Punches from a single hand. She gasps. 


Second mistake. Lucario crushes a Seed in his other hand, throwing 
a plume of dust into her face as she inhales. The Sleep Seed's 
effects kick in, her legs turn to paste, and she crumbles to the 
ground. 


In her last glimpses of consciousness she sees those awful teeth 
grinning like a fiend. She hears the wings again, and his voice. 


"Go ask 'em what to do with the lady." 


"So they were yellow?" 


"Yeah, Louisa had yellow eyes." Prinn answers Braviary. "He was 
tall, and wore a cravat like mine.." 


A hazy memory of the day before plays in his mind. What he 
remembers from the Emporium is waking up, seeing someone 
behind the curtain with bright yellow eyes clutch something and dart 
away. There was nothing else to it. 


But who else could match what he saw? Was it even real? 


"Look, chew me out for not having told you two sooner - but when | 
woke up after having Judeau pick through my head | saw someone 
out the door." 


Leon, as the one leading them through the night with his tail glow, 
glances back. There's a frustrated, albeit understanding look on his 
face. 


"| honestly thought | was seeing nonsense." Braviary continues. "But 
gaunt, yellow-eyed, and clutching their chest matches no one else 
we know of." 


"Well..." Prinn pulls on his cravat. "| did see uh, Mienshao grab the 
badge on her chest once in a while. She's tall, but | think her eyes 
were more red than yellow? | wasn't looking.” 


Braviary takes a swig from a bottle of chesto, feeling the wine run 
throughout his body - shaking bones and muscles awake. It won't do 
forever, but it's the one thing keeping him from falling over at three 
past midnight. 


"Now what's his deal, exactly? I'm not gonna give him his badge, so 
does this mean we got two pokemon who are out for our hides?" 
Braviary looks up the line. "Leon?" 


"I'm keeping my eyes peeled, Braviary, give me a second to think." 


The line slows a tad, a moment or two passes with the Smeargle 
staring skywards. 


"Mienshao isn't one to attack us directly, this guy is. Mienshao is 
more of a... tactful issue than trying to fend off a thief. That's if he 
hasn't found a route to what he wants which doesn't involve going 
through you. We should be fortunate that the badge isn't his real 
target, and just keep an eye out until we're back to the guild." 


Leon points to Braviary with his tail. 
"If you want to, you ca-" 
"No." Braviary says. "The badge stays with me." 


"Okay." Leon's Tail Glow flickers when he shrugs. "And isn't he 
supposed to be big in another Guild, Prinn?" 


"Yeah, Vileplume let me have a look at his tab and it mentioned a 
Chief Investigator for the Society up near Lapis who happens to be 
an Inteleon, and who has a Lou- name. Unless he's got a twin | think 
that's the guy..." 


Since when did Vileplume let Prinn dig through papers? 


"Whoever Louisa is, | don't think he's bright." Braviary shrugs in the 
smaller bird's direction. "Me and you are part of the guild, right? He'd 


gotta be stupid to attack you." 
"Is isn't stupid." 
Leon shoots their hopes down with one word. 


"You're independent. But for the sake of this investigation and 
matters related to it you're considered members of the Scholar's. | 
can pull this card on a tavern owner; it'd never work on an 
experienced explorer. He aid not attack a member of another guild." 


A member of another guild attacked another. Louisa attacked his 
friend and is getting away with it through a stupid loophole. 


Braviary's feathers bristle out, and he takes a- 


"I'd like to pose a question, Braviary." A glance from Leon pats his 
feathers back down. "Taking into account the abilities Prinn 
mentioned, do you think we could take down this man? Why hunt 
him in the first place? All you have to do is protect your badge until 
we get back." 


He's old, Prinn got lucky in a fight, and Leon seems to be the only 
one with training. They're not exactly the A-team here, they're 
somewhere in the C to D division. Not unless the three of them get a 
month's worth of fighting under their belts there's no way they'll ever 
hunt down someone like Lousia. 


Both birds keep quiet. Muttering a "good", Leon keeps marching 
them down these open roads. 


Truly the Dusk Continent is a vast place, much of which is covered 
in these wide fields of mossy rocks. The winter winds scraping 
through the land did not make the damp pastures any more 
bearable. He's actually come to almost miss the sheer 
claustrophobia of the forests near Scoria Town. At least then he'd be 
spending more of his time thinking about the possibilities of ghosts 
hiding in the underbrush than realizing just how little his poncho 
protects against cold. 


They would see patches of forests in the distance; evergreens 
herding together like gatherings of greenish wingull. The road 


passes by forests like these from time to time. And according to their 
watchman, the dozens of smaller paths splintering off from this road 
all lead to those nearby groves, rivers, and landmarks. Were they to 
keep going this way they'd reach a popular place called Halfway 
Rock, even further is the frigid paradise of Lapis Town. The place 
where Prinn is from, and where this Lousia's Society Is. 


Leon takes one of these unremarkable forks, leading them into a 
forest path is brief as the trees funnel them into a grim clearing.. 


Dead oran trees span as far as the eyes can see. The forest is no 
more than a curtain hiding this pitiful pasture. A fetid field being left 
rot in the elements. The archway which once greeted so many lies 
at their feet a wrought iron rust. Leon's stupefied look says it all. 


"A real wreck." Braviary scowls the sight. "How long ago were you 
here?" 


Leon's attention looks to be at the house in the middle of it. 
Windows shattered, wood splintered, it would seem abandoned 
were it not for the roofed cart shy of its porch. Perhaps Leon just 
sees the cart, but Braviary can tell by its bright pink roof that it has 
merchant written all over. 


The end of their investigation was within sight. If their Aromatisse is 
here, then her status, the most recent shipment and what the Oran 
oddities will be wrapped up in a single bow. 


"There's..." Prinn chuckles nervously, "seriously no way this place is 
empty. But | don't think we can get up with whoever's here seeing 
us. You uh, don't think it's..." 


"Probably." Leon answers. 


Bandits, those rumoured fellows Prinn has been anxious about since 
the second the boy discovered him on the beach. If not them, then 
it's a petty thief of some sort or a vagrant calling this hobble their 
home. This place screams criminal hideaway. 


"If it is, then you can consider your tango with Lousia a warm up." 
Braviary gives them a stern glance. "Can we all agree we aren't 


gonna do something drastic and stupid?" 


His party nods. Braviary walks first without a fuss, Leon is the light 
behind him, and Prinn watches their backs. 


Whilst crossing the field Braviary makes note of what he has: a 
nearly empty bottle of Enigma Wine, an Orb, and the Elixir on the 
Boy's person. Leon brought a bottle of Oran as evidence. They have 
something for their wounds in case things get nasty. 


There's no one peeping from the windows, there's no shadow of a 
pokemon behind the cart and the porch is empty save for a pyramid 
of bottles made by a bored pokemon. There's no reins on the 
carriage, nothing to really pull it along, and it seems pristine. Where 
is everyone? 


The head of a pokemon peers at them through a crack in the door, 
looking at them with curiosity - like seeing a peculiar looking 
stranger out in the streets. Upon realizing they're not alone, Braviary 
digs for the Orb under his poncho, and passes it to Leon. 


"Tell Prinn to use this if anyone gets too close." he whispers. 


The sound of a door opening hides anything Leon may have told the 
Boy. A blue hound steps out, a pokemon Braviary easily recognizes 
as one of those Lucario. This one has brass bones, a Murkrow hat 
which has had a slice taken out of it, and had a ragged dark cape. A 
guildie? Criminal? How does the latter dress anyways? 


As they approach the cart with caution, Lucario steps down from the 
porch. His sharp brass teeth poke through his grin. 


"Well!" Lucario chuckles. "| don't expect you guys to be out this far, 
don't you Scholars stick around the Peninsula?" 


They stop, a cart's length or two separating them from this grinning 
Lucario. 


"Ordinarily, yes, but these aren't ordinary circumstances." Leon's 
voice is drab. "I'm concerned about one of my guild's caravaners - 
an Aromatisse. Given we were the victim of a break-in targeting our 
wine, my guild has reason to suspect she may be in danger." 


"Huh, odd." Lucario blinks. "I thought you guys just handed out the 
wine, since when were you doing caravan guard gigs?" 


"We don't. Missing pokemon are an imperative for every guild." Leon 
doesn't flinch. "I'm sure you can understand." 


Lucario leans against the cart, his weight causing it to wobble and 
creak. His cordial demeanor begins to fade. 


"| understand plenty, but do you have any idea how big the 
Aromatisse are?" He raps the cart with his fist. "Sure I've met one. 
What makes you think it's yours?" 


"The Aromatisse we're looking for was the last one to leave with 
wine." Prinn speaks up. "She was heading this way." 


"And?" Lucario scoffs. "You clearly didn't listen to what | said." 


Lucario's hiding something. With Leon here, it's only a matter of time 
he cracks this dog open like he did to Braviary. 


He sees Leon smirk just a little.. Right after Prinn chimes in Leon 
reaches into the duffle bag he's been lugging around since Scoria 
Town and out pops a bottle of Oran. He holds it bottom facing the 
hound. 


"Despite this Orchard being ransacked and burned, it's surprisingly 
operational. This brewery has decided to make a comeback with a 
new flavor - half Oran, and half Enigma Wine." 


Leon looks at Braviary, he's left Lucario open for him. 


"The barrels from the Break-in were taken here, bottled up, then 
sold as ordinary Oran stuff that happens to be more expensive than 
the other." Braviary points his beak to the bright pink cart. "It doesn't 
matter if who the Scholars are looking for is here - something's up 
with this place. You're the only pokemon who can answer for this 
orchard so I'd start being more forthcoming if | were you." 


The four feelers on Lucario's head rattle all at once. He reaches into 
the cloak whilst staring Braviary dead into his eyes, and brandishes 
a badge for all to see. Five Points, Sundown Guild. 


"Your old hag's waiting to be put into the bastille, she's in the house 
sleeping. | couldn't believe a merchant could be a criminal, but me 
and my boys are waiting for the magnets to come along and lock her 


up." 


A grotesque grin peels its way across Lucario's snout, revealing a 
set of brass fangs carved with a lovely message: EAT IT. Because 
with this badge in his hand it makes him one for the most important 
members of the biggest guild on this rock. So much as a slap on his 
face could ripple out into a full blown disaster. 


Braviary's talons are begging for him to rip the smile off of his face 
when something occurs to him. One little thing to turn his anger into 
laughter. 


"Oh, silly me." Braviary smiles, his eyes bright and falsely endearing. 
"| just uh, got something to ask before we part..." 


The untouchable jackal leans in, offering his ear. 


"Why would uh... the Sundown Guild order aura-reading wine when 
they've got a Lucario with them?" 


A good question, the answer to which is cut off by a bottle of Enigma 
Wine smashing into Lucario's snout. The explosion of glass and 
spirits sends Lucario stumbling back, shielding his eyes and 
shouting. 


"Get these fools!" 


Chaos breaks loose. Leon fires a Shadow Ball at something in the 
sky; Prinn casts a bubble. Both connect with whatever is up there, 
but accomplish little. 


Braviary's quarrel wasn't with the flying things - probably murkrow, 
or the Pawniard rushing out the main door, it's Lucario who's the 
main threat here. Braviary charges him. 


A bottle bought him time, but Lucario is still faster. Meeting 
Braviary's charge is a swift barrage of Bullet Punches as Lucario 
strikes through the blindness. Fists batter him like stones, pushing 
him backwards till he collides with the wooden cart. His old bones 


scream, his body lurches.. 


Through the Pain, Braviary reaches for Lucario, throwing his 
drunkard weight into the fighting-type's shoulder. The shift throws 
him off balance in time for Braviary to chop his back with a Wing 
Attack. Lucario's face dents into the cart.. 


Braviary stomps his talons, missing Lucario's head by inches. The 
younger pokemon rolls away out of his rampage, avoiding stomp 
after stomp until there's nowhere to go other than the cart's wheel. 
Braviary grips onto the wheel's spokes, ready to bring it- 


"Braviary, down!" 


The bird throws himself to the ground as two Silver Spikes rip 
straight through the cloth roof. A third spike floats harmlessly inside 
one of Prinn's bubbles, and behind it is the culprit: the Pawniard. 
Prinn's screaming saved his hide. 


Braviary scampers behind the car for cover. Now with this mass 
separating him from Lucario, both have the second to breathe. 


"You're pretty tough! Your lady went down after a single one of 
those." The fighting type chuckles from the other side. "What's your 
guild, oldie?" 


The time for conversation was before he smashed a bottle against 
his stupid face. Why now? Leon's back there tossing Shadow Balls 
at these two murkrow who keep battering against his Protect 
shields, sneaking in attacks with wings and beaks, slowly whittling 
his defenses. Prinn's bubbles, while useless offensively, is the one 
thing keeping the duo from getting flanked. They're holding out. 


"I'd like to know the answer myself." Braviary tries to focus. "Have 
you seen it before? It's never too late for us to throw our hatchets 
away." 


A spike is caught in a bubble, and floats harmless towards Leon. He 
pops it, taking the spike in his hand, and nailing the first murkrow to 
come too close to his Protect shield. The last thing Braviary sees 
before turning his attention back is Leon popping the cork on the 


oran brew. 


"Maybe, and no." Lucario laughs. "My problem's with your girl, no 
one else. But you smashed any chance of diplomacy alongside a 
bottle to my face - now I've got you three to put to sleep before | can 
be on my way." 


A murkrow, forced to the ground by the spike, squawks in defeat. 
Prinn is spitting out Dark feathers; did he just peck the thing to 
sleep? Leon has his hands on another spike. 


"Sounds like your friends are doing a bang-up job over yonder. Got 
more clowns at your beckon call?" 


Lucario growls; Braviary's back tenses. Breaktime is over. 


"Nevermind them!" The smugness returns in the aura-muit. "This is 
between us, and you've already lost, old man!" 


A blue light shines through the canopy, and Braviary ducks just in 
time for a sphere to shoot through it, barreling through the rotten 
tree till it becomes wedged in a sturdy chunk. Braviary hears Lucario 
running around the cart, and he prepares another Wing Attack. 


Lucario's bands are flowing as he rounds the corner. A soft glow 
clings to the palm he points in his direction. Braviary brings his chop 
down. 


Suddenly, the sphere return s right into Braviary's, drilling into him 
before it ignites into a shower of aural sparks. The force knocks him 
through the cart, high and far. 


He hits the earth, scraping across the gravel. Censers, fabrics, bits 
of the cart all rain down around him. His body is on fire. When he 
draws breath it feels like daggers are stabbing into his chest. 
Through it all, an overwhelming urge to smack the smugness of the 
guildie's face gets Braviary on his feet. 


And the second he stands, a spike pierces his leg. 


He screams. Pain shoots through - followed by horrifying 
nothingness. His leg is frozen. No wings, nothing to run on; he 


stares down the approaching Lucario. 
"You really shouldn't have said a thing." 


Lucario squats at a distance. His smile, and the stupid lettering 
etched onto his teeth drive him mad/ 


"Provided you have a good read on a person's aura, Aura Sphere 
never misses its target. I'm not skilled in the aura department, but 
you gave me the time to grab a spike and read you. This is why 
you're done and I'm standing." 


There is nothing he can do now. He's not smart enough to think his 
way out of here. Braviary is not Leon, nor is he Prinn. 


Prinn . Braviary sees the boy look his way. Two Murkrow lie 
defeated at Leon's feet. 


"What are you gonna do then?" Braviary croaks. 


Lucario looks at the Silver Spike with a ghoulish frown. Don't even 
look at it. 


"You got a minute maybe." 


Prinn breaks away, Pawnward attempts to stop the boy but a 
Shadow Ball keeps them occupied. Something glows in Prinn's 
hand. 


"I'll fix up the leg when you're out." Lucario stands up. "There's Oran 
for days h-" 


He quickly swings around, swatting Prinn's projectile away with his 
fist. Instead of a harmless bubble hisfist collides with the orb, 
shattering it into a cloud of dust which becomes an all-powerful gale, 
throwing Lucario straight into a very angry Braviary. 


Something takes control. As Lucario flies into him, Braviary's talons 
are there to greet him. His one good leg cracks into the Fighting- 
type's back with a powerful kick, then another, then another - his 
razor sharp claws pulling him back for more each time. He tears 
everything, sending blue hair flying with lightning quick Close 


Combat strikes. A final surge of adrenaline travels through his wing 
as he grabs the battered Lucario by his shoulder, and slams him into 
the dirt. 


Nausea and searing pain flood through him. Two voices call for 
Braviary; they're impossible to hear. 


The sounds of the Sea take hold, then darkness follows. 


Part 1 END 
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Beginning of Special Episode 1, Lucario gets a job, Halcion looks 
into a mirror. Apologies for shortness, should be 1/4 chapters for this 
episode. 


"So whaddya see Mister Aura-Man?" 


In truth? Next to nothing at all. Lucario was never going to see 
anything noteworthy, just shapes and general feelings which should 
be clear to anyone paying attention. There's an overwhelming 
amount of excitement in their heart, but all that he senses is the 
slate-grey aura of a dark-type staring back at him. Maybe there was 
something deeper, an innermost feeling locked deep underneath 
their overwhelming joy, but he can't be bothered to delve no further. 
This Dieno hadn't paid enough for Lucario to put this much care in. 


Sighing in fake exertion, Lucario lets his arms fall onto the table. He 
gives it a second or two to make it sound like he's contemplating, 
then he speaks up to the blind dragon. 


"Unfortunately for you, | was unable to see much due to your 
typing." 


The little guy frowns. Lucario quickly flips it upside down. 


"But | did feel an overwhelming positivity from you, a bright orange 
aura brimming with potential. While you're not lucky, nor does fate 
have anything in particular for your future, your jovial aura will 
enshroud those around you with positivity and may be the key to 
what you're seeking. Friends or business partners are your greatest 
resource going forward." 


"Really?" Their smile is bigger than ever before. 
Nope. 
"That's for you to discover." 


There is a sense of finality to those words, enough for the fuzzy 
explorer to get Lucario's drift. They pull out a pouch of coin from 
under their table, dropping it in front of Lucario who gleefully 
snatches it. Lucario sneers with greed. "EAT IT" the message 
carved into his teeth says - eat his dirt for being pokemon number- 
however-many who's fallen for this stupid scheme. 


"Farewell!" Lucario barely keeps the mask on. 


With his goodbye, he exits into the shade counting his coins while 
the explorers and caravaners of Halfway Rock passby. There are no 
streets here other than the lines between tents, the most of which 
lead to the foot of Halfway Rock where the only buildings here stand 
- all of whom built into the foot of the gigantic cliff. This place, other 
than its proximity between the major places, is known for being the 
home of Murkrow Mail, whose workers have carved this rock into 
their base of operations. 


The only pelipper stop on this continent was in Calico, so people 
have relied on local services to get their messages to and fro. Enter 
the Murkrow Mail. Though they can't carry any package above three 
pounds, they operate in total darkness which is an absolute 
necessity in a place named for its seasons of seventy percent night. 
Murkrow Mail employs just about everyone to help them with more 
specialised tasks, and it's assumed anyone wearing one of those 
dark feather hats is in cahoots with the 'krows. 


Wearing a Murkrow's hat and matching cape to boot, Lucario walks 
through the alleys of tents and prop-up stalls to the tall wooden 
doors leading into the hollowed-out rock. He climbs up a wide open 
passage, counting coins in rhythm with each big step. By time he 
enters through the second set of doors into the open-air lobby he 
completes his count. 


"Eight-Hundred, what a total dunce!" 


Inside, a gothitelle rolls her eyes at him and a Honchrkow scowls at 
the boisterous hound from afar. Boss is nowhere to be seen 
lounging among the couches, but there was an odd gold light 
flickering in the door to their office and voices murmuring behind the 
stone. They're in there. 


Before he can walk over and put a hand on the brass handle a dark 
wing stops him. 


"Lucario." The Honchkrow nods towards the lobby. "You mind taking 
a seat?" 


"Can it wait till-" 


A Sucker Punch from Honchkrow turns his snout inside out. It stings 
like a beedrill, and the Lucario's reels back from the door. 


"Lovechild of a ditto-"" the aura mutt squeaks out. "I get it! I'll go take 
a seat! Just warn me-" 


When he lifts a second wing, Lucario takes off to the couches. He 
slips down into the cushions as the bird takes up the adjacent seat. 
Honchkrow scans the room before speaking, then clears his throat. 


"First things first: don't go screaming about what you're doing." The 
Dark-type whispers. "Two: find a new hussle. Someone's gonna find 
out about what you're doing if you keep barging in here, and it won't 
be pretty." 


"When would anyone find out?" Lucario scoffs. "It's worked on 
everyone, no one's stupid enough to think a Lucario might be wrong 
on Aura. And look!" 


Jingling the coin purse in front of Honchkrow gets him to sigh. He 
smears a wing down his face, visibly fighting the urge to smack him 
again. 


"| gave you your hat for a reason - anyone who wears that is part of 
the Family, and | care about family. I'm trying to keep you from 
getting busted. If | have to slap some sense into you, by Summer's 
Gales | shall. Boss won't be as nice as me." 


Honchkrow is a boss, but not the boss. Lucario only answers to him 
when the real boss says so, and this was one of those times. The 
hat's part of the job. There's never any reason to think of it as 
anything more than a way for Murkrows to see him, and onlookers to 
ignore him. It's a statement more than it is a statement of fashion; 
easily replaced by a piece of paper. 


There's no reason to place any importance on it, but if Lucario wants 
to walk away without another slap across the face then he's gotta 
abide by the laws of the 'Krows. Lucario begrudgingly nods. 


"Good boy." 


Honchkrow acknowledges, transitioning from one business voice to 
the other he uses when he's not talking crimes out in the open. He 
slides something out of his tuft onto the table: a folded up map. 
Lucario swipes it. It's a standard map of the local area with one 
particular spot circled out. 


"You're familiar with guild jobs, right? Consider this one a guildie job 
without all the paperwork. The boss wants you to check a place for 
treasure: Pyrite Passage." 


Lucario's bands twitch, he looks up. 


"Isn't that the place where dummies go to be disappointed? No 
one's ever found treasure in those parts aside from the usual 
dungeon crap, it's a waste of time." 


"And how many of those idiots reached the end of it?" 


The hound grumbles. Pyrite Passage isn't exactly far from here, 
maybe an afternoon's walk at most. It's a place where the locals go 
to chip off the crystals growing outside and where idiots go to find 
absolutely nothing. It looks cool - that's about it. 


"What happens if | find something there?" 
"You'll be compensated." Honchkrow's smile makes him want to 


puke. "One of my family's going with you just in case you faint in 
there." 


Great, a flying snitch. Lucario stuffs the map away, and sighs. This 
is guild work after all, because he already hates this job. 


"Tell Boss I'll be back by morning." 


Smeargle work on canvas, not flesh. Hiring one to do tattoo work is 
completely out of the question, and there's likely no way short of 
mutilation to permanently mark her heavy scales. A mixture of paint 
and charcoal is what she has to work with. 


She dips her talons into a small bowl, and stares into the mirror. The 
shoulders - the Haxorus reminds herself while she looks at the faded 
markings, just the shoulders. Scratches from some previous jobs 
have stripped the paint off her. and with a quick smear of her claws, 
are remedied. She does her right, then does her left. By time she's 
done she looks like she's wearing a pair of pauldrons. Unless she 
could convince Magcargo to slave six months of his life away 
working on a set of armor, this is the closest she'll ever be to looking 
like him. 


She had the thought of painting her tusks dark as well but by time 
she commits her claws to the razor edge the paint has already dried 
on her hands. It's probably for the best. She wants her enemies to 
see when she's coming to cleave them into bits. 


Halcion grabs a cloak next to the mirror, slinging the chain around 
her. A small clip holds it in place as it swooshes down her back like 
a ragged flag, scarlet as the scarves her guild fellows don. She 
claws open a lock box, then explodes into laughter. 


Right, slug-mouth's still fixing the thing. Stupid habits. 


Rookies and onlookers marvel at this dragon-type storming out of 
Team Vanguard's dorm through the guild's halls. Everyone here 
knows the colour of her cape means she's one of theirs, they may 
even know of this Haxorus clawing through the ranks - throwing her 
life on the table for bounties just for the sake of it, but without a 
badge to show for it all her accomplishments mean squat. She 
needs it, she can't be without it for a minute. 


She rounds the corner, rips open the door, and a thick haze piles 
outwards. There's two searing-bright glows in the centre of it, one 
was a forge, the other was who she's looking for. Halcion slams the 
door behind her, and it makes the pile of lava squirm. 


"Hal!" Macargo turns away from the raging forge to a raging dragon. 
"| should've known the stomping outside was you! Your badge is 
about ready." 


"Who else could it be?" She laughs. 


She steps towards the hearth in the middle of the scorched room. 
Dense, dark smoke rises from the charcoal below to a chute above 
which runs off somewhere at the base of the isle. There are three 
clay crucibles in the fire. There's an anvil near the magma creature. 


"Hey, so | was thinking..." Halcion leans on a rack near the forge, 
her natural resistances transforming the blazing fire into a hot 
summer's day. "You already got my measurements, so how much 
would it realistically cost you to fix me up some armour?" 


"Measurements which are a month old and for a fraxure?" Magcargo 
chuckles. 


"| can get you new ones on a day off, Mac. I'm serious here - | 
wouldn't be asking you about this everytime | come in here if | wasn't 
set on throwing my savings into a suit of armour. It's my dream! I'd 
be ruler of the continent if | had some awesome steel!" 


"I'm sure you'd and your creed would woo the masses over, but 
those times of knights and honour have been gone for ages. | like to 
think we all had cool armors way back then - that was during 
Zekrom's time and now is now. We don't have the infrastructure to 
make legendary weapons; armour's even further outta the question. 
| can make you a helmet to cover you from getting your head 
doinked, maybe a sharp thing at the end of a big stick, but that's as 
far as anyone alive's able to do. Pokemon are too unique for that 
kind of blacksmithing to be a thing." 


Their stone shell quivers, a fire shoots out from one of its cracks. 
Something's cooking in there. Marcargo shudders. 


"| sound like your Minstrel friend, gosh." They share Halcion's 
disappointment, gazing back at their shaking shell. "Can you-" 


"Already on it, Mac." 


There's a particular rock on their shell which is always loose. 
Halcion pries it open, then reaches into the burning hot core of this 
pokemon, the heat slowly sizzling away at her arms. Her claws grab 
hold of something, and she pulls it out, throwing the molten crucible 
straight onto the anvil. Magcargo goes straight to work as she flicks 
off the slag from her scales. 


They crack it open, wielding the chunk she tore out of their shell ina 
gooey appendage like a hammer, chipping away at the clay till it 
reveals a spike glowing as intense as the sun. They retrieve a 
crucible from the other forge with their mouth, cracking it open on 
the anvil to reveal her three-point badge. Strike, after strike, they 
hammer these pieces together until they're forced to become one. 
And once done, the badge is flung into a tray of oil to cool. 


"Give it a few minutes." Magcargo mutters. 


The sludge bubbles, steam rising up from the basin. Her heart's 
pounding with anxiety up until the second it's settled enough for her 
to reach in without losing an arm, and she pulls out a slick metal 
badge. Four points, each pillar on the setting sun purchased through 
sweat and tears. Still hot in her hands, she pins it to her cape's 
chain completing her outtit. 


It's back where it belongs, she can breathe again. 
"Thanks, Mac." 


"Thank you for not tearing my door down." The chunk of stone 
moves throughout Macargo's amorphous body until it slides back 
into place. "Since you're four-points now, you can request just about 
anything from me free of charge." 


"Including armour?" 


"Armour's not in the policy, but a Million Poke could sway even the 
darkest of hearts." 


Both pokemon have a hearty laugh, a dragon bellowing, the living 
furnace exhausting actual flames. She'll try again some other day. 
Halcion can swallow her pride for a friend, just this once. And with a 
wave of her tail she bids the smith farewell, gently closing the door 
behind her as she steps into the halls. 


And not a moment too soon she arrives at the base of the tour, the 
ground floor where the lighthouse's spiralling stairs come to a halt 
and where the two bulletins present in every guild stand. They have 
three here, one for actual jobs, one for those boring caravan guard 
deals the Sundown Guild's speciality necessitates, and the only one 
she's interested in: bounties. 


Criminals from petty to actually dangerous rank here. It's about sixty 
percent thieves, twenty who are pokemon who beat others for the 
heck of it, fifteen in debt collection, and the remaining bounties are 
the super serious ones. She doesn't bother with the latter, not out of 
a fear for her own life or anything of that, she doesn't consider it 
proper training. Thieves usually fight then squirm away, they don't 
usually attack with the intent to put others down for good. 


The problem with sanctioned sparring is that no one takes it 
seriously. There's so many precautions, reviver seeds, oran wines 
and adjudicators to keep battles from becoming out of hand that 
they may as well be playing board games instead of fighting. If she 
wants some real training she's only ever gonna get it from criminals 
who have their whole careers to lose, and a ripe inventory of 
adventuring goods to gain. 


She takes a look a today's bounties: 


Killer arachnid on the loose! 900 Poke, 1 Reviver Seed. Basalt 
Peak. 


One fourth's shipment of wine stolen at Turquoise Tundra, bounty 
1200. Contact a local Aromatisse for more information. 


Some fraud of a fortune teller made away with seven hundred of my 
hard-earned coin. He goes by Mister Aura and last saw him around 
Halfway Rock. Get it back, punch his nose in, and I'll give you some 
Orbs and 300. 


The latter catches her eye. Halfway rock is a pretty good stop for 
any amount of adventuring equipment she might need, which 
considering she's gone up a size she has plenty of old things in 
newer sizes she's looking for.. She could maybe sell off an old band 
or something of hers to one of the locals and recoup the cost of 
travelling there. Any excuse to travel to Halfway Rock is totally worth 
it. 


But it's this fraudster which catches her eye. 


A fortune teller, a reader of some sort, getting away with fake 
readings because they happened to have been born the right 
pokemon. It sounds like someone she knows; someone she'd ought 
to show her new self for. 


She's got an old friend to set straight. 


"You have a name?" 


Getting the Murkrow to chat was like trying to crack open a safe. Out 
of all the people on the Murkrow Mail's payroll, they choose one of 
their mailmen to spy on him, and among the hundreds of Murkrow 
they send him the lamest one in the murder. There's nothing unique 
about their appearance, their hat's about the same, they don't even 
give a name nor gender, it's the most bland bird Lucario's ever laid 
his eyes on. He'd rather take one of those insolent Pawniard than 
have this flying piece of wood, then at least then he'd be annoyed as 
opposed to just... 


Bored. 


This wasn't a rip-roaring adventure, nor is it anything to write home 
about, it's a walk to some place not too far from work to a hotspot for 
bored passerby's. It's a dungeon that's of no use to anyone; it offers 
nothing other than lost adventuring gear. Here's where wandering 
fools go to lose their luggage, and where apparently there's a 
treasure no one's been smart enough to find. 


This job has to be a way of getting back at him. Maybe they're 


putting him through boring work with the most boring of partners 
possible so he doesn't think about bragging about his hussle ever 
again.. Pyrite Passage wasn't dangerous or particularly interesting, 
but this is the exact sort of tedium which turns guildies into indies. 
Lucario is lucky to have avoided it till now. 


Dozens of adventurers have beaten the path through the foliage, 
little ribbons tied to trees prevent them from ever becoming lost, and 
some gracious people left apples behind for hungry travellers. He 
made use of the former, adding it to his inventory alongside the 
Reviver and Sleep Seed he purchased with the idiot's money before 
leaving. 


It was dusk when they left, and night now settled in the forest. A new 
moon means he has to follow the Murkrow's squawks into the 
darkness. Through shrubs and a few stubs of his toes, they make it 
to the mouth of a clearing. They see a pathetic little mountain, rows 
of formations stand around the cavern like tombstones. Each rock 
glows like gold in the starlight, although only a fool would think 
they're worth their weight. 


It's a nice spot, but a worthless dungeon. He can see the shadow of 
the Murkrow overhead, looking down, waiting for him to get a move 
on. 


Lucario leaves the treeline and enters the pyrite fields. He's 
expecting a Geodude to roll out from behind a crystal at any point, 
but that would be exciting, this is a droll stroll into a dungeon. 


Some of these pyrite formations are shiny enough to beam his bored 
looking face back at them, others are abundant enough to catch the 
light from the stars and glow in the pitch dark of night. The cave 
entrance ahead is littered with them like rotted, yellow teeth. An idea 
goes off in his head. 


"Hey" 
He stops at one of the big chunks, motioning at the Murkrow then at 


its shining surface. The flying-type perches atop of it, watching him 
tap the brightest crystal of the bunch. 


"Do you think if we could lob off a really nice looking chunk of this 
we could convince one of those stupid vagrants it's real gold?" 


The 'krow squints at it, tapping piece with its talons, judging quietly. 
They squawk. 


"Maybe," he says in a man's voice. "Maybe if it's..." 
Murkrow taps the one next to it. 
"This one-" 


And just as his beak touches the crystal, there's a loud crack from 
the woods and the stone explodes before their eyes. 


Halcion. 
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20 - The Treasure 


Chapter 20: 20 - The Treasure 


Lucario finds something in Pyrite Passage. PMD: To the Break of 
Dawn -> To the Break of Dawn 


2/4 for the special episode, mind the two sort chapters back to back. 
The one's after this is gonna be way long, like chapter 12 Edit: Also 
butchered the Title on the ao3 ver lol. 


Snap! 


A metre of softwood - one able to take a bruising. Lousia's not 
exactly looking to make a tool out of it, it just needs to work. He 
tosses it to the sneasel ahead of him and she immediately hews it 
into shape. 


"How long?" She asks 


"The branch or till we get there?" The Inteleon chuckles. "There's 
ample time to file it down, babygirl." 


Sneasel begins whittling, hunks of bark being chipped away by their 
claws till a thin, sturdy core remains. Any work after this is 
superfluous but she begins to smooth out the edges. 


"And if uh - the thing 's not there?” She looks back, hopping over a 
root in the way. "A tourist spot isn't what comes to mind when | think 
of dungeons with secret treasures. It's probably already in a rich 
merchant's house already. | can do with a bit of B&E." 


"Really? Since when were you a thief?" 


Out of all the people Louisa could have convinced to embark on this 


journey with him, Sneasel was chosen for her scouting skills. Rookie 
adventurers are as plentiful as berries in an orchard. If he wants a 
brute he'll hire a veteran; if he wants someone who's familiar with 
scouting the dark reaches of the Dusk Continent's tundras, then 
rookies were much better in this regard. Dark-Types in particular 
were quite good at the night things - it's not too much of a stretch to 
assume some of them to be thieves. 


Everyone's got their own little stories and such, he just always 
thought of her as a goodie explorer who wouldn't delve into such 
unscrupulous actions. Goes to show the type of Branch Leader 
Lousia was - an oblivious one. 


At least he had a decent enough career up until he went to the 
wrong dungeon and was forever changed and retired shortly 
thereafter. As far as he knows, Sneasel's just a girl who wants 
something else to do. 


And there's nothing wrong with exchanging one treasure hunting job 
for one with slightly less rules. She shakes a few flecks off of the 
branch then glances back. 


"Y'know the Kec's?" 
Louisa just laughs, of course he knows them. 


"They're everywhere because they have the ability to change types 
like your Soak-Thing, super cool, right? Problem is it needs a boost 
for it to work. | used to sit outside the road to our Town waiting for a 
Kecleon to pass by, and I'd offer to change them to ice-types. They 
usually gave me something for helping out, but if they didn't, | could 
swipe some merch right under their nose. A loose seed, ten coins, 
stuff they wouldn't notice till they do inventory at the next stop over." 


She spits out a glob of tree sap she's been quietly chewing. 


"| did this for a month or two, then bam! | had enough to get me a 
scarf and one of your badges!" There's a quiver of shame in her 
voice. "All that work, gone because | tagged along with you. Oh 
well..." 


"Which is why we take things carefully, babygirl. If we wind up 
without a record at the end of this, I'm sure the guild's gonna let you 
back in. And could you truly name no better way to keep our hands 
clean than by fighting baddies from far away?" 


"| just wish | didn't have to make a new one of these every time you 
fought." 


She holds out the finished rod, and he swipes it. 
"It'll make for good tinder eventually." 


"But you and | have resistance to chilly weather, we haven't had to 
make a fire since..." She tries to think of a number, but gives up. 
"Since you got your cravat all wet and whined like a baby." 


A cravat which made hiding that thing much easier. Lousia rolls his 
eyes. 


Not a minute or two later the towering dark trees begin to thin. 
Starlight creeps into a huge clearing ahead, a rocky mound is at the 
center of it. Lousia crouches down, membranes flick over his eyes, 
and he begins scoping it out. 


"You sure this is the place?" Sneasel whispers behind him. 


Lousia digs a hand into his cravat, and the ice-cold metal touches 
his fingers. There's a sensation, like a heartbeat, ticking away when 
he looks at the dungeon's maw. This thing is calling out for its 
missing pieces and another is answering back. He nods. 


He slides the smooth dial between his fingers, leveling eyes with the 
small divot carved into the end of it. He looks down the shaft into the 
field, and then there's movement. 


Hoo boy. 


Two figures: a hatted thing and a murkrow alongside them. They 
walk through the crystal formations oblivious to the set of eyes 
staring from afar. Starlight catches onto the brilliant stones, 
illuminating them to a small degree. He sees blue fur - a Lucario? 
What's a lucario wearing a hat doing out here? He's not going to 


take risks. If it's another Thief he'll put them down without a second 
thought. Anything to keep these Gears out of people's hands. 


"You need me down there?". 
"If they leave those shiny crystals? Yes." 


She doesn't need to be told not to fight Lucario, he knows she's 
smarter than that. If she goes down she'll be a second pair of eyes 
guiding his hand with distant shines of her claws. They've done this 
before. 


The tall one stops, he seems to be mouthing something off and 
Murkrow perches on a hunk of glistening crystals. Lucario are quick, 
agile fighters, not to be written off easily. The other's a simple 
mailman. One of these pokemon can get a message out much faster 
than the other. 


Louisa feels for the wind, aims for the thing pecking at the crystal 
and shoots. 


A forcer throws Murkrow from his perch, squawking and clutching 
his beak as they're pelted by chunks of pyrite. Before panic has time 
to settle in, Lucario plucks the bird out of the sky in time for a second 
shot to whizz past their heads. Their backs are now against the 
stone. 


"My beak!" Murkrow squeaks. 


"You're gonna have to worry about way more than your beak if you 
don't pipe it down!" 


Lucario's gotta be a decent actor because Murkrow instantly goes 
quiet. His blood's pumping, he's already wheezing and he wasn't 
even the one who was shot at. He's in control now, at least until 
Murkrow figures out how little Lucario has a hold of this situation. He 
needs to think his way out. 


Starting firsty with his surroundings. He's in the middle of a field of 
waist-high stones, perfect cover were it not for their glow giving him 


away. Up the hill to his left was the entrance to the dungeon itself, 
only a stone's throw away but far out of reach. A sprint to it was 
possible, there were maybe enough stones to block a shot or two, 
but if he thinks he can get there he's gotta be outta his mind. 


Then there's their attacker keeping them stuck against this rock. Till 
he figures out where exactly they're throwing stuff from or how close 
they are, they may as well be invisible. If the dark-type couldn't see 

who it was, there's no way Lucario's gonna find out by peeking over 
the wall. 


He holds out a hand and a long glowing bone appears in it. Bone 
Rush, a glorified club for beating heads in. Its actual usefulness in 
battle doesn't matter - it was attention grabbing. 


Lucario raises it then - crack! It sounds like a bottle being broken far 
away. The Bone Rush flies out of his hand, then disperses when it 
hits the floor. His arm stings from the force. 


"Okay, okay." The mutt sighs, grasping his arm. "So he's over by the 
woods, | don't think he's gonna get any closer but we're stuck here." 


The Murkrow is quivering. 
"So you're just gonna sit here till he-" 


A bolt of water cuts through the air, ripping a chunk of a stone up 
ahead. A second shot flies out, chipping off another piece, then a 
third tears apart the crystal altogether. Shot after shot destroy the 
crystals ahead of them, turning the field into a dune of fine glittering 
powder. The ones behind them are still standing, but the path ahead 
looks more bleak by the second. They don't want him getting in 
there. 


If this is the case then the rumors of treasure have to be true. 
Suddenly, this isn't tedious work. No longer is this a job, he's now 
part of a race and this sharpshooter has come out of the woodworks 
to make sure a criminal like Lucario doesn't get their greasy mittens 
on the grand prize. Well, he's about to show them! Because if 
they're willing to shoot anyone down for this treasure, then it's gotta 
be life changing. It'll be enough for him to get a nice comfy seat on 


the ladder, or retire altogether. Both of which seem- 
"We gotta move! Let's get outta here-" 
He reaches down and clamps Murkrow's beak shut. 


"No, it's you who has to get outta here." Lucario scolds them. 
"Someone's gotta get the word out about this!" 


Before Murkrow can tell him how much of a dumb idea it was, 
Lucario shuts him up by shoving a folded-up map into their claws. 
The hound leans in close, whispering. 


"From a distance, that guy's just gonna think you're a Murkrow 
carrying out a letter who got caught in this mess. That's your ticket 
out, little guy. No one's stupid enough to start a fire with a mailing 
business." 


Another shot, the rock nearest to them turns to a powder which 
lingers in the air. There are some holes in his plan but they can't be 
any worse than the holes Murkrow will be full of if he sticks here a 
second longer. With no time to squawk or poke holes in the plan, 
Murkrow flaps his wings. 


What an Idiot. 


The second Murkrow gets off the ground Lucario pops a Reviver 
Seed into his mouth - wedging it between his brass teeth. If he gets 
hit, he just needs to bite down. But does the marksman bite? 


The loud poof of feathers is Lucario's clew. Shouts of a clipped bird 
land on deaf ears as Lucario sprints through the cloud. The 
marksman bit, now it's time to leave. 


With every meter he makes more and more of the powdered crystal 
is kicked up. The amount of bright stuff swirling in the air and a lower 
posture are his tickets to victory. A crack is heard from the treeline. 


It misses, cutting a huge hole in the air overhead. Another follows, 
two more, something awful bites into his side as cold pain rings 
through his metal bones. The seconds purchased by leaving the 
‘krow behind are slipping away. Another hit trips up his leg. He bites 


into the seed before he falls unconscious, giving him the last bit of 
strength to leap towards the cave. 


And he lands, not on his feet, but down a slippery slope into 
nothingness. 


Something is following him. 


At first, he's inclined to believe it's just the dungeon pokemon, but 
the footsteps are too heavy for a simple Geodude. They aren't the 
meandering of dungeon pokemon - they have a purpose to their 
stride. This person or thing is tearing through everywhere he's been, 
throwing the mindless creatures aside, pushing through the 
darkness with every intent to corner him at the end of this dungeon. 


What's more important is finding the staircase and getting as many 
levels between him and them. Lucario was taking, combing through 
the dungeons in search of anything useful, but when it became all 
too clear those footsteps were not what they seem he threw 
everything else to the wind. He began confronting those dwellers 
less and less, ignoring rooms full of treasures as his own supplies 
wore down, all in a bid to build a wall of mad pokemon between him 
and this pursuer. 


Lucario dashes though nearly identical chambers, the cavernous 
walls dimly lit by an unseen blue light. The cold wears on his metal 
bones. The apples in his stomach and a fiery desire to see the 
dungeon's end carry him through floor after floor. 


He breaks into a large room where between him and the fissure in 
the ground is an Onix stirring from its slumber. Lucario dashes 
towards the stair, crunching a Sleep Seed in his fist and filling the 
Onix's nostrils with the vulurent powder. He leaps into the hole in the 
world. 


A dirt slope breaks his fall, cold winds bring him to a stop, and 
Lucario finds himself in a familiar place. A gravel slope, no light to be 
seen, a tunnel leading into the depths. Did he just teleport back to 
the start? The cold is gone, but there's a red light at the end of the 


corridor. Could be treasure, could be magma waiting to boil him 
alive? He doesn't have time to waste on thinking about these 
nonsense dungeons. 


Getting up, he takes a chomp out his last apple then proceeds down 
the corridor. Lucario's pointy ears listen for anything odd; everything 
else focuses on the glow ahead. 


Strange lights in dungeons aren't unusual given all the evolutionary 
stones and other oddities there are in this world. It could be rubies or 
crystals of some kind, but usually those things don't glow in the way 
this is. It's as though there is a fire down there, flickering without a 
smell of smoke or sulfur in the air. The air is dry. There's no sounds 
of droplets falling from the dripstone overhead, but there's this hum. 
His ears twitch. 


It's not humming, it's ticking. Tick, tick. A mechanical heartbeat to 
match the pulsing glow.. It's like a machine or a device of some kind, 
the likes only seen in fabled dungeons or over-engineered guild 
bases. The sound shakes his very being. Any man would turn 
around, but he needs to see what this thing was. 


A cold white plume leaves his mouth then lingers forever. Sweat 
falls from his forehead, and they stay frozen in the air like petrified 
raindrops. The light seeping into the passageway casts no shadow, 
the sparkling ores it reveals are colorless. Everything is in 
monochrome. 


Lucario covers his eyes as the red glow consumes him, intensifying, 
then dimming. Lucario drops his hand and what he sees is unreal. 


A circular chamber with one way in, one way out, every surface 
covered in pyrite crystals. There are huge chunks in the back 
forming an altar to this floating thing: a gear shaped object no bigger 
than the size of his fist. Chipped things of red light encircle as it 
slowly turns, ticking, beating like a heart. Though made of a metal 
darker than obsidian, it was the only thing with color in this cave. 
This treasure isn't natural. 


He sits there wondering what this thing is, trying to keep himself 
together as its sounds blur together into what he can only describe 


as the roar. A storm brews within the metal treasure, powerful 
enough to cast this corner of a dungeon in shadow. This is beyond 
him; beyond any simple Orb, Seed, or trinkets found within the 
depths of those unusual dungeons. This gear-thing was truly and 
indeed unique. A compulsion rises inside of him. He's a thief, this 
gear is his treasure to take. 


Lucario steps over the crystalline floor as if it were a field of knives, 
slowly, carefully approaching the thing floating above the altar of 
monochrome gold. The red shattered things crackle as he 
approaches; the sounds of a Sea are deafening. 


He reaches for it. The cold metal touches his hand, yet it doesn't 
budge. The red things get noisier, the light brightens. He pulls hard, 
harder, till finally he finally rips out of its socket - 


The floating bits fade away but the ticking is still going. He watches 
the red lines in the gear shimmer like embers. He feels his heartbeat 
slowing, becoming synonymous with the ticking rhythm at the back 
of his mind until the two become indisgutingable. After what feels 
like an eternity he turns around. 


And sees himself: a husk of Lucario stands near him. 


The gear flies right out of his hand as he leaps away from it. He 
fumbles backwards, chipping off a piece of the fragile crystal as the 
gear harmlessly falls in front of his feet. In a panic, he reaches for it. 


And his double reappears. This time it's frozen in place where the 
gear once floated, transparent like a ghost-type. He hears the ticking 
again, it vanishes, then reappears mid air with a goofy screaming on 
its face. 


Was it making fun of him? Who can say, what he can say is that this 
projection is definitely following his movements. It's not harmful, nor 
alive. So he doesn't have to worry about stabbing him in the back 
when he hears something in the distance. 


Footsteps, massive ones striding with purpose, running down the 
hall. They're close; there's almost no time to get his bearings. He 
grabs a chunk of the mystery crysta all around himl, stands up, and 


watches as a tall dark creature emerges from the passageway. 
"Hal?" 


Bigger horns, bigger tail, still the same dumb looking cape and body 
paint as the Fraxure he remembers. She means business, but her 
being here was better than the mystery pokemon upstairs. 


"Yeah, | changed a bit." Halcion shrugs. "You sure haven't, R-" 
"Lucario." 


"We aren't friends any more, | get it. But you still haven't learned to 
keep your greasy hands to yourself." The Haxorus steps forth, her 
talons crunching the fragile crystals. "I'll take any chance | can get to 
beat someone to a pulp, but they don't have a bounty on your head, 
just the money you stole." 


"Stealing?" Lucario laughs. "Never ever! If you're talking about 
Dieno, the runt asked for a reading and | gave them a reading fair 
and square. Just because one or two pokemon don't get the results 
they want doesn't mean | stole anything!" 


"No one ever mentioned a Dieno." 


Then who ratted him out? The scrafty from two months ago? He's 
done this scheme so many times, any of them could've put the hit 
out to the guilds. Admitting to just one more pokemon does not help 
his case here. There's probably a way out of this which doesn't 
involve needing to go toe to toe with a Haxorus, but his options are 
few. 


Lucario digs for his wallet and pulls out something as flat as a 
desert. Halcion snorts at him. 


"What did you spend it all on anyways? Don't tell me you actually 
enjoy dressing up as one of those mail-boys." 


A little, though it's not why he's wearing this hat. Waving his 
authority around as a member of the 'Krow's cronies only works 
when it won't get the family in hot water. It's useless on Halcion. 
Lucario tries his best to puff up his chest. 


"Yes, | enjoy looking like one of them." Lucario stuffs the coinpurse 
away. "Don't rag on another 'poke's get up when you're still wearing 
that dumb cape of yours!" 


He tops it off with a smile, a big ol grin pulling up his lips and 
revealing the message he had carved onto his brass teeth. Because 
for as stupid as he looks right now, he's not the one out here trying 
to replicate some kind of decades old fairytale. 


She steps closer, and suddenly he's not smiling anymore. 
"Do you have the money or not?" 
"Is this a shakedown, Hal?" 


He knows how these work; he knows how she works. The second 
he's unable to cough up any money she's gonna be all over him, 
thrashing him around like he's some doll. It's not going to be pretty. 
He doesn't have the money, he doesn't have a way to swindle out of 
this. And were this any pokemon who didn't know better he could 
swindle his way out of fighting her, but as it stands, he's not going to 
get out of here without a fight. 


So what does he do? He's outta seeds to throw at pokemon, he sure 
doesn't have any orbs on his person and the element of surprise 
was never on his side. There is no straight shot out: he's gotta go 
through her. 


The crystals crack as she approaches him. He squirms away from 
the altar and she backs him into a corner. She smiles, honing her 
claws on the crystals next to them. 


"Fork it over, now." 


He has no coins, nothing on his person short of a half-eaten oran 
berry and this thing right next to his deflated coin purse. This gear- 
shaped-object, whatever it is, was worth more than a whole lifetime 
of separating fools from their coins. He just needs to get this gear 
back - away from this overgrown fraxure and everything he could 
want from working with the 'Krows will be his. 


He feels his heart pound; a machine ticking on his chest. Her eyes 


follow his hand into his cloak as he touches the cold, black metal. 
"Never in a million years." 


An orange red glow blinds the both of them as he brandishes the 
object. The color in the world drain is sucked into the metal, 
everything becomes cold. Then, in an instant- 


He's back at the altair where he was seconds ago; swapping places 
with the image of himself. There's no time for him to wonder, he's 
sprinting towards the entrance as a bewildered Haxorus stares all 
around her. Crack, crack, the crystals shatter under his stride. 


"Put that thing down! Put it back right now!" 


She's not angry, she’s begging him. The gear in his hand terrifies 
her and the precious seconds her fear grants him are enough for 
him to make it to the mouth of the entrance. 


Then something hits him from behind. 


His legs turn into jelly. The powder of a Sleep Seed crawls around 
his shoulder covering his eyes, feeding into his nostrils as it lulls him 
to an instant slumber. The gear slips from his hand, its red glow 
rolling off into the cavern as he reaches out feebly. His dream, his 
escape, his future - all of it is fading away. 


His heartbeat slows, the ticking in his chest stops, and he's dragged 
into a slumber. 


21 - Myth Monger 


Chapter 21: 21 - Myth Monger 


The Exposition chapter, Hal asks around about the Treasure. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


Halcion is not from the Grass Continent, most people who are 
typically don't go to the Dusk Continent unless they're travelling 
weirdos like Minstrel. She's just well-versed in guild knowledge and 
fairytales enough to know that when someone steals a mysterious 
object surrounded by glowing thingamajigs it typically means bad 
things for every pokemon in the continent. To think a petty criminal 
like Lucario would try to get their hands on something so ancient- 
looking is unthinkable. 


It's a random crook being gifted the powers of a big-shot Legendary: 
it's going to go bad. Halcion was lucky enough to have found a 
Sleep Seed in the dungeon to stop him from escaping and leave 
with this thing. With this cold piece of iron in her hand, and nothing 
to pilfer from Lucario's empty pockets, she makes her way back 
holding a terrible treasure in her claws. 


All Night and All Day, the Guild's Light Never Sways! 


A dumb, corny motto but it's absolutely true. The Sundown Guild 
never sleeps. Lit by warm lantern light, its subterranean guild halls 
are as bright as the morning sun. Only slightly less populated than in 
the daylight hours, guildies passby on their way to their beds or to 
their night jobs. Fortunately for day folks, big stone walls made for 
good insulation and the doors of the dormitories were built twice as 


thick. Nothing short of a Lunatone or Solrock sending them a 
psychic ping's gonna ever wake them up. 


With the turn of a key she slips into her dorm. Light from an open 
window shines on three beds, the largest of them was Halcion's, and 
the cabinet next to it held most of her worldly possessions. She pulls 
out a lockbox from the top cupboard, and cracks it open, covering 
the cupboard with a flood of coins. 


How much did Lucario steal? It couldn't be too much. Maybe eight 
hundred or so? Probably even less than it. She'll just take as much 
as she can and ask later. 


Halcion rips a fistfull from the pile of coins, shoving the rest back into 
the drawer. She turns around and sees two little red eyes and blue 
fur staring from a crack in the doorway. 


The eyes blink. The moment she goes for the door they vanish. She 
guns for it, slamming the door shut only for it to be caught by 
someone. 


"Hal." 
"Mienshao." 


Keeping the door open is guild mate, her look as tired and 
expressionless as ever. Halcion lets go of the door, and Mienshao 
invites herself in, closing the door with a light kick. 


"It's just some Riolu - not related to your friend. He's a new 
apprentice." Mienshao wanders to the cupboards, and sighs. "Why 
are you back? Usually you stay out longer than two days." 


"You don't enjoy my company?" 
"If | didn't | would've said that already." 


Mienshao pulls out the second-top drawer, her drawer, and pours a 
treasure bag's worth of baubles inside. She exchanges all her 
berries, orbs and trinkets for a box she opens with a spike on her 
badge. Inside is another guild badge, Five Points like Mienshao's. 
Did she have one all along? 


"But since you evolved you've changed." Mienshao folds her arms, 
holding the extra badge close to the heart. "When you're not here 
sleeping you're out there taking bounties, putting yourself in 
dangerous situations. And for what?" 


"For training, of course." Halcion snorts. 


"I'm sure if it were just training you wouldn't have to paint over the 
scars on your shoulders, right?" 


Mienshao gives her this stare, a stone-cold look of disappointment. 
Her glare stings more than the nameless poison-type who gave her 
these scars. 


"I'm not interested in learning why you got those scars, but | am 
going to ask you to get a grip of yourself. Do some local jobs, maybe 
a supply run or two. You need to lay off." 


And give up her training? Do some barrel-lugging for a bunch of 
wine merchants? A knight like her has to be out there protecting the 
innocent from thieves and bandits, not lining the pockets of 
merchants. Honor burns in her heart, and the smoke shrouds her 
judgement. 


"Now? Lay off now?" Laughter gurgles up from the dragon's throat. 
"| bagged about three criminals on my own thank you very much. I'm 
doing fine, and | promise you | wouldn't have gotten these scars if 
you weren't here ditzing around in Calico Town!" 


"What sort of jobs are so important here anyways? Defending wine 
barrels, finding a hatchling's lost ball? Nothing's more important than 
bagging criminals and I'm being chewed out for finally having the 
strength to do it on my own! It's stupid!" 


She's shouting at a brick wall. Mienshao is unflinching. 


"We should be doing jobs together, putting criminals in place 
together!" Halcion shouts. "We're Team Vanguard, not teams 
Halcion and Mienshao!" 


"And we won't be much of a team if you get seriously hurt." 


Like it wasn't obvious what Mienshao was so worried about, it takes 
her saying it for Halcion to finally consider the consequences. Her 
words take the winds out of the dragon's metaphorical warship, 
bringing Halcion back to reality. 


"| don't understand the appeal of scars myself. Maybe you may find 
them attractive, | don't know, but you're lucky to have only injured 
your arms thus far. If one of those criminals were to go for your neck 
you wouldn't live to brag about it." 


Mienshao looks over her scarred shoulder at an empty straw bed. 
"| don't want it to be Team Mienshao again." 


It's never Halcion's place to ask, she can't possibly grasp what this 
means to a person as lived as her partner. The pain is always there, 
under the surface in every conversation, a bad memory waiting to 
rear its familiar visage. It's a long story Mienshao has never shared 
with her, but Halcion knows enough never to ask. No matter how 
powerful of a partner she might be or how many criminals she turns 
in, she can be what Meinshao's partner was to her. 


At the very least she can be here. Halcion puts a hand on her 
shoulder- 


And it's like touching ice. Her fur feels like tiny icicles slicing into 
Halcion's hand, glacial and unnatural to the touch. Has winter come 
early? Why was she as cold as death? Mienshao rips Halcion's 
hand off of her, glaring with equal disgust and fear. She walks away, 
gripping her badge. 


"Don't do that again. And don't you leave tonight." 


Her warning stings like a threat. Mienshao's shadow vanishes 
behind the door, claws raking the floor in the distance. Halcion is 
speechless and alone. 


Nevermind Halcion's habits, what's gotten into her ? They've never 
worked the same job together, they've been Team Mienshao and 
Team Halcion since the moment she's apprenticed under her. They 
haven't done jobs together unless it were something they couldn't 


handle on their own, and if either one of them saw the other in 
danger, a quick throw of a Reviver Seed was all she needed to get 
back into the game. 


She's never hugged her, barely ever touched her, and when she 
finally did she felt as cold as ice. Could she just be nervous? Nerves 
don't make the blood of pokemon turn to ice. And why is she so 
adamant about her leaving? Why is there a riolu snooping around? 


Questions she'd rather save for another time. The empty third bed 
made her uncomfortable; staying here won't give her employer back 
their money. 


She takes a fistful of coin into her hand, locking the box tight. She'll 
have plenty of time in between her own jobs thinking about 
Mienshao's weirdness; a pokemon needs their money back. 


Stepping out of her door, she hoists her treasure bag over herself 
and under her cape, then makes her way down the lantern-lit halls. 
Around the corner, past the roaring furnace, she enters the central 
hall where the two bulletins and two bells are waiting for her. She 
walks up, rings the outlaw bell. 


It takes longer than it reasonably should for a limbless, crescent- 
shaped rock to hover its way into the main room. Its bulging, glass- 
like eyes monitor her as it floats across the chamber. 


"Hacion, Four Point Explorer of Team Vanguard." Lunatone speaks. 
"You have a job to turn in?" 


"Yeah, | do. Lucario's gone off with someone's money again. | beat 
some sense into him, and took it back." She pulls out a small piece 
of parchment from her treasure bag. "The man who put the bounty 
on Lucario's head never specified how much he stole, you care 
telling me how much?" 


"One Thousand." 


Who on earth would spend a thousand coins on an aura reading? 
She didn't have the answer, but she does have her own coins which 
she fortits a thousand's worth. 


"Thank you, Halcion of Team Vanguard, payment shall be sent to 
your dormitory." 


"Yeah, yeah. I'll pick it up whenever." 


She wants to ask if there's any far-out jobs, but there's much better 
things to do. She leaves the job boards empty handed, passing her 
dormitory, and heading straight into the subterranean tunnel whence 
she came. Her footsteps echoing down the corridor in pace with her 
thoughts. 


Orbs and Three-Hundred Poke - nothing compared to a night's 
worth of exploring dangerous dungeons. What's more valuable than 
any bounty or treasure is this mysterious gear she's wrested from 
the hands of Lucario. 


Tales of a Black Knight conquering the lands; a star falling over the 
Air Continent, nearly sending the planet ablaze; a thief threatening 
to take time itself. Tall tales like these are her reasoning for joining 
this guild, so she was more willing to believe anything. And it's this 
story of a thief from fifteen-or-so-years ago which has been looming 
over her since this cave. 


No one but the members of that guild can really know what 
happened on the Grass Continent. It's not worth crossing The Sea 
to get an answer out of one of them - as if they'll want to tell their 
life's story to a stranger like her. But there is someone who knows a 
bit more than the average rumor monger, and he's probably in the 
tavern right now. 


Sleeping underneath the giant lighthouse is one thing, it's gotta be 
impossible to snooze with a fake sun outside their doors. Whoever's 
selling curtains in these parts has to be making a killing. The amount 
of blotted-out windows she sees while wandering through town are 
too many to count. 


The streets are vacant, no one seems to be awake other than the 
people in the guild or the light-crews making sure the lamps are 
running. The Hollow Dream's Tavern sticks out from the other side 


of the river as the only place with its lights on post midnight. Even if 
she's a guildie, and this place is an independent bar with no stake in 
any guild, there's still business to be had selling drinks to the night 
folks. She was an avid visitor, her friend was its regular preformer. 


But to her surprise, she's not the only one wandering alone. 


Standing at the apex of the bridge, a tall pokemon stares at the 
stars. With its arms at its sides it resembles a pillar. A gentle breeze 
rustles its blue-green feathers and the two quills draping from its 
head flap like a flag. It doesn't seem aware of anything other than 
whatever is twinkling above its head. Just a weirdo on a bridge 
who's conveniently in her way. 


She tries to give this avian the same amount of thought it's showing 
her, but it being here makes her feel odd. Anxious, maybe. She is 
carrying a supposedly life-changing artifact under her cape. Just 
walk past them, Halcion. 


Her eyes are on it the entire time. Getting closer and closer to it she 
can barely tell it's breathing. Its beak is pointed up at the sky, eyes 
are wide and unblinking. The only thing moving is the badge on its 
chest. 


A badge unlike she's ever seen: a symbol of brass wings enclosing 
a diamond-shaped jasper. The gem-thing is rattling like a heartbeat; 
an alarm going off. 


"You may never speak to me again. This is true." 


She stops upon hearing its voice. Running off is a bad idea, she's 
just gonna let this crazy bird get it out of its system. 


"You were warned. This has occurred." 


Is it talking about Mienshao’? It's talking like it knows things, is ita 
psychic? Is it Xatu who everyone talks about around here? She's not 
just standing there anymore; she's listening. 


"You will be warned again, Explorer." 


He finally moves, clasping a wing over the badge as if to snuff it out. 


The rattling stops, one of his unflinching eyes looks her way. His 
wing remains there, calling attention to the unusual badge. 


"The interlopers will come bearing this mark. Stay vigilant, do not 
chase your Knight's shadow." 


Wait, how does he know this? Don't follow the Knight - Zekrom? 
Maybe he's overheard a conversation or two and is trying to get into 
her head, but he doesn't seem malicious. Xatu isn't a bird who'd 
cause trouble with the guild who lines his pockets, so what is he on 
about? 


Questions she'll never get to ask him, because he's already 
waddling away and shouting at a crazy bird at midnight is a bad look 
for her guild and herself. First Mienshao, now Xatu. She really needs 
a drink. 


A couple minutes of bumbling through the empty streets she's in the 
empty square, one more she's past the purple tent and at the front 
door to the tavern. The music from below soothes her nerves with its 
familiarity, and the aroma of wine invites her inside. 


Inside the tavern the usual riff-raff are already here. Seviper, and 
that Braixen dude are drinking away, a couple guildies in the back 
pretend like they don't see her, and Chatot serenades them all with 
a whimsical song. He sings in a voice not his own, mimicking a lady 
choir as he strums along with a lute. His talons pound on a small 
mechanism hooked up to a drum. He's a one bird-band. Despite this 
one of a kind skill he's been playing in this hopeless hole in the 
ground after nearly a year. 


The Minstrel named Minstrel acknowledges her with a nudge of his 
big yellow hat, the skarmory feather on it catching the tavern's 
golden glow like a star. Her usual spot, the booth closest to the 
stage, was taken up by a Poliwhirl and their little partner both 
sleeping away - neither of whom she's seen before. 


But she isn't here to defend her spot from random guests. Halcion 
slaps herself down onto the stage like it's an oversized bench, and 
folds her arms. The vocals stop. 


"You know Hal, it’s kinda rude to sit up here." 
She looks at the bird on the miniature stool. 


"| think stealing the spot of a regular is more rude, but what am | to 
wake someone up - a loudred?" 


"Well if you put it that way, you are a loud mouth." 


His laughter turns the insult to a friendly poke. She chuckles 
alongside him. 


"I'm sure Vipleume doesn't mind, they don't have the gall to tell a girl 
like you to get off the stage." Minstrel smiles. "If you wanna dance | 
could make you part of my routine, but you're probably here to ask 
something from me, aren't you? If it's money - I'm broke." 


"You perform here every other night and you're broke?" Halcion 
snorts. 


"Lemme rephrase: | don't quite have the disposable income saved 
up and Vileplume only pays me in lodging." 


Minstrel nudges something near his feet, a metal cup with a couple 
of coins piled in there. This was her queue. If she wants to hear a 
story from him she need only ask, but if she wants a good version of 
a certain story which has been wrapped up in rumor for over ten 
years, then she's gonna have to cough something up to sweeten up 
the pot. She's lost seven hundred today, so what's another three to 
even out the number? 


She deposits three hundred worth of shiny poke into the Bank of 
Minstrel, an amount which makes the blue bird pause. 


"If | didn't already know a guy who could send me back for free, then 
thirty-four more of those could buy me a voyage back home." He 
counts the coins with a glance. "You got any requests?" 


"Yeah, | do." 


She leans in, as if speaking from the top of a stage is gonna offer 
any privacy, but she gives him a look as if to say lining his pockets 


wasn't all about charity. Though his tune doesn't change in the 
slightest, the look on the bird's face says otherwise. 


"You're from the Grass Continent, right?" 


"| consider myself from there. Grew up telling travelers to steer clear 
of Mystery Forest, some place which me, my cousin - and some 
mysterious creature called their home." 


She almost wants to ask what all of this means, but he's speaking 
from the heart, and playing his soul out to drown out his voice. He's 
an open tome. 


"Okay, so about fifteen years ago - assuming I'm right, something 
weird went down there involving time and stuff? You're a storyteller, 
a story collector, and my only friend from the Grass Continent. 
You're the best shot | have to get a worthwhile answer which doesn't 
involve me sucking up to those Scholar nerds." 


A deep sigh rings over the music, and Minstrel's feathers ruffle out. 
Something is resurfacing. The look hidden under Minstrel's hat is 
one of exhaustion. 


"You better not be thinking about taking Lapras over there and 
stealing those Time Gears or so gracious help me." 


Time Gears . |s that the thing Lucario stole? Halcion shakes her 
head. 


"Long story short, these fancy artifacts named Time Gears were put 
into place long ago to keep time from falling apart. They're gears for 
a reason because each one of them is part of a system, so if one 
goes missing or is bust the whole machine we call time itself starts 
falling apart. This is what happened fifteen years ago on the Grass 
Continent." 


"Were you there when it was going down?" Halcion asks. 


"For a spell. Treasure Town - and their guild everyone talks about - 
is the place to go in those parts. | make the trip to and fro from 
Mystery Forest every other month. When | got there it was 
apparently after the thief who stole them, and three big shot guildies 


vanished without a trace. When people said time still wasn't back to 
normal and the weirdness was spreading, | flew back with my 
tailfeathers between my legs." 


He groans. 


"| really hate how | missed out on a lot of it. But to sum an epic in as 
few verses: a man steals time artifacts, they're stopped, time is still 
distorting and the crisis is averted by returning them to a tower 
where a big time-dragon-type lives." 


Minstrel looks over the tavern, eyeing each of the visitors from under 
his hat. He misses a note as he drags a wing down his face, mulling 
over what to say next. 


"Then there's things only a person who was there would really know: 
like how the thief wasn't a bad fellow in the slightest, and where 
those four pokemon vanished to. If you ask around for long enough 
you might even learn where one of those gears were hidden." 


"But | know you." 
A brave look, the guile of a traveled bard leaks into his smile. 


"You're the same person who makes me go digging around for 
those old Zekrom verses. So I'll give you something obscure, 
something only a pokemon who's spent a long time getting to the 
bottom of this would know." 


The music stops altogether. Nothing but the distance between them 
conceals his whispers. 


"A nightmarish pokemon set this time mess into gear. Don't know 
why, or what, just that the future it wanted to make was-" 


"Didya say nightmares?" 

A Poliwhirl barges into their question, flipping the proverbial table 
and letting so many answers out to rot. They have a desperate look 
in their eyes and it's clear to say why. 


Behind them is a tiny poliwag bundled up in a cloth, breathing 


heavily and writhing in their sleep. A burn-like mark on their side is in 
the shape of three, ghoulish blots. Its tiny dot-like eyes are wide 
open with a lifeless look. The empty bottles surrounding their booth 
all have the navy-blue label of Chesto Wine. 


"You're an explorer right? | need some help.” 


With their intentions made all clear, the guildless bird signs out and 
his song floods the tavern once more. Halcion steps off the stage, 
shaking the tavern floor with her presence. 


"Everybody needs help these days, why can't you put something up 
on the pelipper post?" She's not gonna tell them they've gotten on 
her nerves, but she sure wants to. "Besides, I'm not a medicine 
woman. I'm the opposite, | break things." 


That sounded way cooler in her head. Poliwhirl's too scared to 
realize how lame it was, they're practically shivering. 


"Look," they fumble into a small pouch slung around their big 
tummy, "guilds take a cut don't they?" 


They hold out a paltry amount of coins totalling to about a hundred. 
That's nowhere near enough, even for an average job. They're in 
some seriously bad water if they're this destitute. 


"This and whatever you want from the stuff we bought with us can 
be yours, okay? | just need someone to go check up on my village. 


"Where is it?" 


"It's - it's down the coast, Soapstone Swamp." They point behind 
them, through the walls and past the town to wherever they came. 
"There's a dock which used to have ferry-pokes go back and forth, 
there's a tiny lil village there. It's hard to miss if you're walking near 
the shore." 


A settlement close to a dungeon is the same sorta place Minstrel 
came from. She's seen the name a couple times on the job boards, 
though she's never gone there herself. The nearby dungeon is 
considered a newbie place, Basalt Peak and the forest surrounding 
the mountain is where the real dungeoning is to be had. Still, a 


village cropping up around a place where water-types once ferried is 
not uncommon. There's plenty of abandoned docks to go around. 
Blame The Sea. 


But since getting her hand on that gear-thing she's been wanting 
some time to herself away from the guild and whatever trouble this 
thing's gonna bring her. She doesn't want to train, she doesn't want 
to find more of these, she just needs the time to contemplate what 
she's gonna do with ancient and deadly temporal artifact. Run of the 
mill stuff really - just like picking what cape to wear. 


And if she takes a job then disappears altogether because of weird 
timey-wimey stuff, Mienshao will at least have a starting point. 


"And what e xactly do you want me to do?" she asks. 


"| just need to know if anyone's doing alright and to tell them where | 
am, | don't think my brother's the only one who got sick." 


She takes a look at him, the puff-ball currently bug-eyed and 
comatose. 


"I'm not gonna catch it, am |?" 
"Gracious no." 


A hundred's nothing, a drop in the pond, but any excuse to get away 
from prying eyes is priceless. Halcion resigns. 


"Tell Vileplume where | went." 


She swipes the hundred from their gloved hand, and walks away as 
they wave goodbye. She snags a bottle of Oran to go, vanishing into 
the daunting night. 


// 3/4 for SE:1. Thought this was gonna be longer initially, Hal's POV 
is a lot lighter on the description. Gonna start editing those older 
chapters now. 


22 - Interloper 


Chapter 22: 22 - Interloper 


Hal discovers someone; how we got into this mess. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


Fog rolls over the icy swamp water, pale moonlight glistening off its 
murky surface. Foam coagulates on the edges of every pool and 
puddle, apparently a favorite of the water-types who call the area 
outside of the dungeon their home. Good for the skin, or scales her 
case, if one can get over the fact they're sitting in swampy Sea 
water. 


Not every place on the Dusk Continent is as scenic as the black 
shores, as monolithic as halfway rock, as gorgeous as the tundra 
further north. Sometimes they're a very cold swamp with bubbles in 
it. 


The nearby dungeon is something else. There's a "river" of sorts 
through the bog leading straight into the anomalous funhouse, and 
funhouse indeed- as it's been the place where many adventurers 
take their first jobs. She hasn't been here since she was a first point 
explorer. There inside of the dungeon is a mix of mad water-types 
and many flying buggers, few treasures to be found, but she 
remembers it well for being where she proved herself to the guild. 


She's since, of course, gone onto better means of training. Her 
partner's just - she's complicated. A nice way of saying she's either 
too frustrated or too dull to think about what's gotten into her. 


She felt like ice, did she come back from a dungeon with blizzards in 
it? Why's a riolu snooping on her? 


Thoughts rack in her mind as she crosses the marshland, brown soil 
of a winding trail squelches below her. The cold eats at her scales 
ever so slightly. She was starting to wish she brought more than just 
a cape and a bottle for the road. 


But her wandering, thinking, and negligence are rewarded by a light 
swaying through the viny trees. An orange light, not the distant 
flickering greens or yellows of bioluminescence. It's a lantern! What 
looks like a crooked tree is a flimsy light post, behind it a couple of 
small fishing shacks shamble through the rotten trees into view. She 
can hear the water flowing, light waves crashing up against the 
shore where a dock once stood. There's a signpost with the town's 
name waiting for her, or was, because she can see the sunken 
remains of it in the marsh. This dungeon village is an actual 
nowhere place. 


Befitting of its isolation, she steps into an arch into the town itself 
and finds not a single soul. It's quiet, she can hear the bug-types 
trilling off in the distance. It's weird, unsettling even. But what's a 
supposed nowhere town supposed to feel like - home? 


The refreshing swamp-smell is still poignant, dulled by the salt of 
The Sea. The "roads" are desolate, their dirt paths strewn with the 
clutter of day to day life. A berry basket, bags, a barrel or two. A thin 
fog is still creeping around, snooping in the nooks and crannies like 
a persistent little pest. It thickens near the shoreline, engulfing the 
rotten dock in a ghastly haze. 


What signs of life here are gone, either in bed, in dungeons, or out 
there in the fog. But somebody has to keep the lantern lit; 
someone's around here. She can ask a few questions, then maybe 
snag a bed if she's too tired. 


She didn't need to step across the road to find her second sign of 
life: a lantern hung outside a shack close to the shore, nearly hidden 
among the grassy reeds. She heads straight for it. 


The shack's more of a glorified crawl space than a hovel, the one 
entrance is a door at chest height made from a scrap of wood - 
fastened in place by strands of stringy material. The ground leading 
to the water's all covered in it. And the lantern nearby lights a 


ground littered in dead fins. Great, a fellow meat-eater. By the sound 
of shuffling behind the thin wall, they're probably in there too. 


She raps the side of the thing, three times in a beat to tell the person 
inside she ain't no feral, and not a minute later a long silver horn 
slides open the trap entrance. Two purple eyes accompany a 
crimson red body. The ariados gives her a stupefied look, Halcion 
responds with an exaggerated shrug. 


"| recognize the stupid little cape and badge, you don't need to 
explain yourself." the ariados' voice is gurgly, it's like her own web 
has gotten tangled in her throat. "It's about time one of you 
rapscallions showed up. Thought I'd be stuck in my house till the 
food got bad. Here to fix all of this, or are you looking for somewhere 
to hide too?" 


"| would like to Know what to fix. | came here to check up." Halcion 
keeps Ariados in the corner of one eye while the other scours the 
town. "Did you send those boys over?" 


"No. And their clod of an older brother was the one who brought this 
blight on us, I'm not surprised those brats turned tail and ran. 
Couldn't stand to clean the mess they made." She spits a glob of 
something on the earth. "Glad you're here now. At least some good 
can come from the hot water they've left us." 


The first thing she wants to say is what - because this crone's too 
angry to get to the point of the issue. Something weird's gone down. 
Maybe it has to do with those water-boys in the tavern, but at least 
they're doing what they can. There's no way nobodies from this 
nowhere hovel can afford to get a whole guild on this. They're lucky 
to have caught her. 


"Where is everyone else?" Halcion asks the obvious. "Are you the 
only one?" 


"Everyone's in their homes looking like bug-eyed magikarp. Those 
boys probably brought a curse through town, because everyone's 
fallen under the same sleeping spell - except for me." Her mandibles 
click in what sounds like the insect equivalent of sighing. "| barely 
ever sleep, always fishing up basculin here. Insomnia's good for one 


thing, | guess? Haha-ack!" 


"My girl's like that too, she's always up, working with the night guys 
and the day dudes." 


"You have a daughter?" Ariados blinks. 
Damnit. 


"Yeah - let's go with that." Halcion blinks. "Where's their house? | 
need to see if their brother's okay." 


"He's catching some shut-eye, he's probably off in the hidden lands 
right now." The Ariados nods towards the house across from them, 
nowhere near as small or as dishevel as her fishing shack. "Over 
there. And get outta here before you catch it or something. | don't 
think | can drag you into bed without breaking my back." 


"You won't have to." 


As soon as Halcion says her piece Ariados vanishes into her hide- 
hole, locking the door with a String Shot. She not dumb enough to 
expect party streamers and singers when she rolls into Dungeon 
settlements, but for someone who needs her help she sure put out a 
good reason to leave as is. This is a job though - a job in a town 
where everyone's fallen asleep mysteriously. Though unusual for 
sure, doing a check-up is far from. 


Turning around she trudges through the fog, reaching the door of a 
house much greater in size but still in shambles. The windows are 
covered in thick, matty blinds. She can smell the rot in the 
floorboards, the moss growing along its exterior. A peep between 
the blinds to see two doors: one is wide open. A shadow is behind it, 
strewn over the floor as it wheezes in pain. 


There's more sounds, more breathing. She counts two, then a third, 
then it becomes too much. It sounds like a grim choir is singing in 
the rooms beyond this. Dozens of them; a horrific cocophony. 


She twists the doorknob, it's locked. She pounds on the door and 
none of them awaken. Her heart is pounding. Halcion lifts one of her 
horns, then strikes down on the door. 


One chop bends the nob, a second shatters the door into splitters. 
The shatter travels through the town, going miles deep into the fog. 
If anyone is here, they just heard her. 


She looks around, and all she sees is gray. Stars shine through the 
mist above her like pinholes; the lanterns glow like setting suns. Her 
gut tells her to listen, so she abides. Under all the breathing, the 
waves crashing up against the bog, and distant trills of bug types is 
faint movement. A thing is being drugged through the earth. 


She sees them: two lights in the mist. A glare as icy as her Winter's 
Winds approaches in the night and a figure can be seen. It is as tall 
as she is with limbs as thin as an insect's. THe body it's been 
dragging along it throws into the muddy earth like a used tool, 
freeing up its long fingers as it shambles closer, morphing into a 
purposeful stride with each step. It sees her, it's coming, and its 
eyes relay a vicious intent. 


They swipe, and a scattershot of pitch-black projectiles leaves their 
palm. Halcion leaps through the broken door as the shots clatter 
against the walls like hailstones. Wherever they hit, they enshroud in 
darkness, and rip it out of existence. The wall crumbles in seconds, 
and the glass shatters when it hits the pile. 


There's silence, no movement in the fog, no sounds but her 
breathing and the wheezing of the poor thing in the room left of her. 
What could this thing be? What could it want? If she wants to make 
it out of here, it's best not to ponder these sorts of things. And it's in 
her best interest to ignore whomever, or whatever is wheezing in the 
bedroom behind her. There's going to be nobody in this town left to 
save if someone doesn't tell the guild what's happening here, and if 
this thing outside is responsible, then she's gonna have to deal with 
it now or never. 


Criminals, mad pokemon, or whatever this thing is - if they harm the 
meek they are an explorer's enemy. Something slips out of her cloak 
as she gets up, and she catches it before it can hit the floor. The 
Time Gear. The cold metal ticks in her hand, and a Sea's breeze 
brushes her ears. 


Lucario did one thing right during their run in: he showed her there's 


a power to this Gears. Whatever it does, she cannot let it leave her 
possession. She holds it close to her, watching through the broken 
wall, waiting for the second volley. 


And through the gaping hole in the wall, she sees not her adversary. 
Standing where she was mere seconds earlier is her double. Then, 
all at once, every plank and window hit by the scattershot snaps 
back into reality, falling to the ground in an ear-splitting racket./ 


A pitch black blur eclipses Halcion's hazy duplicate, revealing itself 
with a slash of its glowing palm. Shots fly out; Halcion holds the 
Time Gear close. 


She's right where she was seconds ago, standing right behind this 
creature. Their body is like a phantom's: made of silk and in a shape 
reminiscent of an admiral's. Between this and their flowing silver-like 
hair, it has to be either Ghost or Dark-typing. . 


Halcion whips around. Dragon tail crashes on the circle of red 
protrusions around its neck. She throws them like dead weight, 
tossing them into the broken household and blowing through the 
back wall. They collapse into a pitch-black lump. 


"Attacking a Guildmate isn't a good way to build your case," Halcion 
shouts, "but you must've thought | was a rookie. I've been through 
this song with more criminals than | can count on my claws, and until 
I'm proven wrong you're no different from the gutter trash!" 


This thing is different, but professionalism is better than showing 
fear. 


"I'll make this easy: you have until the count of six to turn yourself in 
before | do it for you!" 


The creature moves. 
"One." 


It lurches back, reaching a slender three-fingered hand to the source 
of the breathing from earlier: a comatose water-type, a poliwrath. 


"Two." 


In one motion they tear some kind of energy from them, and the 
victim's body slumps over, the water-type's dead eyes staring into 
Halcion's soul. 


"Three." 


With renewed vigor, the creature stands on its slender legs. From 
their hair, to the mantles on their shoulders and down to their 
coattails - their fabric-like body flows in invisible wind. Their blue 
eyes stare unflinchingly. 


"You may stop counting." 


Their - her voice is as stern as the ocean is cold. She exudes the 
authority of a guildmaster and bears a familiar diamond-shaped 
badge. She steps closer. 


"Don't you move!" Halcion blurts out. 


"| can't defend what I've done to these people, not until my work in 
this continent is fulfilled." She motions at the comatose body behind 
her. "| was injured, and | took from these people what | needed to 
survive. What is done can't be taken back. It's up to you to decide if 
you want their suffering to be for naught." 


What is she on about? She put the whole town in a coma to heal 
herself? She's heard of moves like giga drain before; this has to be 
a bluff. 


"You're the one who turned this place into a ghost-town, and I'm 
here to apprehend you. How could | ever be responsible?" 


"Wound me, and | will take more. The next actions are yours." 


If Halcion lays a finger on her, she will take more. More comatose 
bodies, more ghost towns. If she wants to stop what's causing this 
hamlet grief then it's already contained itself. They both can walk 
away from this. 


"You've got what you want from this town." Halcion watches 
carefully. "You've been pretty honest for a crook so far: tell me what 
your plan is." 


"To find out where you've found that Time Gear." 


"| have been searching for the second set. Seeing the gear in your 
hand is all | need to know I've come to the right place." Her eyes 
look aside as if in thought. "I intend to gather them, this includes 
yours, and when the time comes | will relinquish it from you. Starting 
a quarrel with a guild at this very moment would be of great 
detriment to me. Although conflict with any Guild is inevitable, | 
prefer to keep things manageable for now." 


The cold metal vibrates in her hand. Halcion's breath wavers. 
"It is in our best interest to part ways. Choose wisely, explorer. " 


A thin piece of metal on her chest, badge she has worked tooth and 
claw to get to its current rank, is keeping her from joining the village 
in the abyss. It's possible from the distance she had first seen her 
she didn't notice her badge, and attacked preemtively - something 
Halcion would've done if she were in this being's place. The gears 
are important to whatever her plan is. 


So it all boils down into a simple question: would she trust this 
criminal to roam free collecting Time Gears at her leisure? Would 
she let anyone do this now that she understands how important they 
are? It's only through Lucario's stupidity has she come into 
ownership of this dreadful artifact. 


She hardly trusts herse/f with a Time Gear. She's not going to be 
remembered as the person who started another temporal crisis, 
she's gonna be remembered for stopping one in its tracks! 


Halcion takes a deep breath, her feet find their footing. 

"I'm Halcion of Team Vanguard, call me Hal. And what are you?" 
Her gaze remains cold. 

"Darkrai." 


Halcion's talons slam the earth. A chunk of stone shoots waist high, 
and she whips it straight at her foe. Darkrai fires a thin white beam 
from her fingertips, freezing the Rock Tomb midair. 


Two moves, both are projectiles. Gotta get in close. 


The Dragon pulls a hunk of wood from the floor as she charges 
forth. There's another swish of scattershot and her improvised shield 
disintegrates just in time for her to close the distance. Her claws 
latch onto Darkrai's arm. Darkrai struggles to break loose, and 
Halcion throws her with enough force to nearly rip her arm from its 
socket, tossing the creature back onto the street. 


Darkrai is injured, struggling to catch herself on her feet before she 
barrels into the adjacent household. Halcion stomps towards her 
when something suddenly bites her. 


A black welt is on her wrist, burning through her. It looks illusionary - 
as the smoke emitting from her wound has no scent, but the pain 
and the following exhaustion are real. The sensation shoots through 
her arm and fills her lungs like water. Her eyelids grow heavy. With 
what strength remains she pulls a bottle from her cloak and 
smashes it open, splashing the elixir over the imaginary wound. 


The feeling washes away. The pain's gone, and Darkrai's still there - 
as if expecting she would collapse over. 


"What are you, part Tentacruel?" Halcion spits. "Is that your little 
trick for someone getting up in your face?" 


"It's the same move as the projectiles. | can keep it in my hand for a 
second longer, and | 'stung' you when you put your arms on me." 
Darkrai's eyes glance at the broken glass. "You were wise to use 
your remedy immediately. The effect of it only worsens with time, but 
that was your one and only bottle wasn't it?" 


She has nothing. No seeds, no gear, just a time gear and her wits. 
It's a poison, isn't it? Poisons are slow. 


"You've made a bad decision, Halcion." She speaks. "I put one 
finger on you or land a single Dark Void, and you are finished. | gave 
you an escape out of our best interests. You should have taken it." 


Halcion steps out into the streets, a cool breeze blowing through her 
cape. Clutching the gear, she sees her afterimage lagging behind. If 


she can time this she has a chance. 


There's a second of silence. Not a whisper can be heard through the 
foggy town as the two pokemon lock eyes. She who lands the first 
strike decides their fate. Halcion takes a breath. 


The dragon's claws kick off the mushy soil, scattering the muddy 
earth like shallow water. Darkrai tears open space, and a scatter of 
black orbs soar her way. The dragon instantly screeches to a halt, 
spewing up a sheet of mushy earth as fist-size holes in reality punch 
through the soily wall. Her remaining momentum is converted into a 
powerful leap, throwing herself as high, as far and as fast as her 
legs could carry her. 


She comes down like a comet. An Ice Beam greets her midair. She 
grips the gear tight, and the metal shines red. 


It grazes her by an inch. In the blink of an eye she's no longer falling 
downwards - but forwards as she reappears behind the veil of mud, 
the momentum of her fall rocketing her right into close quarters. 


Or rather, right into Darkrai's hand. As if anticipating it, Darkrai's 
claw reaches out and sears her shoulder. The pain is unbearable, 
but she's right where she needs to be. A few seconds are all she 
needs. 


Halcion grabs onto the arm, pulling the creature inwards. Two 
swipes of her axe-shaped horns cleave into them, spewing her black 
ichor everywhere. And with a final, ferocious roar she throws them 
down and goes for a Guillotine. 


But her axe was never going to meet this creature's neck. Her eyes 
have grown heavy, her consciousness thins. Her axe embeds into 
the soft earth and reality slips away. The poison takes over in 
seconds. 


With the last of her strength, she manages a pitiful swing, sending 
her motionless body tumbling down into the dirt and her mind into 
The Sea of the subconscious. Dark, deep, everlasting. She was 
doomed to this fate the second she got into range. 


The last thing she experiences in this world is the precious gear 
being plucked from her hand. The first of many for this baleful 
outsider. 


"That's all she wrote." 


That treasure belonged to him. He was first to find the gear, and first 
to wield whatever weird power it has. The thought of her running off 
of it, claiming what treasures and discoveries he had made to be her 
own, made his blood boil. It's gone now. There's nothing to be done 
other than sulk over it. 


Lucario takes a deep breath, sinking back into the lobby cushions 
with a scowl on his face. The hard, minty scent of sleep seed powerl 
burns in his nostrils and the bitter taste of defeat lingers on his 
tongue. 


"There anything else?" The Honchkrow opposite of him asks. "Don't 
be afraid to speak your mind, son. I'm a boss, but not the Boss." 


He avoids eye contact, staring off into the lobby's open "window". 
The morning sun beats down on his face and for once he's not 
thinking of his next big scheme. The only thing on his mind is getting 
back what's his - what he deserves. A treasure like that is worth 
more than a lifetime of thievery. It can be his way out. He can call 
the shots in his life. 


Like the dawn rising in the distance a new road is being lit before 
him. 


"Can | take a break?" Lucario asks bluntly. 


"It's not like you to ask for a break." Honchkrow chuckles. "Did you 
find some gold I'm not aware of?" 


He doesn't answer. 


No matter what he could've said, he doesn't have a choice in the 
matter. Honchkrow slides a small box onto the table, small enough 
to be carried by the underlings of his family. Lucario glances back at 


it. 


"| need you to handle a delivery, something small. We've got a little 
girl on the inside doing the easy stuff, the boss wants someone who 
can defend themselves if things become nasty." Honchkrow's red 
eyes gaze sternly. "Take this thing with you, use it if anyone gives 
you a fuss. When you've done this: I'll give you a break." 


The box is tiny, maybe about the size of his fist. A small ring 
attached to it could easily fit around the foot of a Murkrow. Lucario 
flicks it open with a spike on his hand, and his eyes go wide. 


"Where did you get this thing?" Lucario stutters. "These sorts of 
badges don't grow on trees, you know? Even Hal doesn't have one 
and she's the biggest suck-up I've seen." 


"That's for you to wonder about, and for the Boss to keep secret. 
This is your weapon to shut anyone up. Don't lose it like you did that 
treasure." 


The corvid's gaze bears on him, and the fur on his back sticks up. 
Lucario shuts the box, carrying precious cargo under his arm. 


"Just tell me where | gotta wait, Honch." 


Darkrai. 
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// 4/4 for the special episode. Part 2 Next. Chapters up to 6 are 
edited. Gonna try to get through more asap, but I'm finally glad to 
have hit this milestone. Things are gonna heat up. 


Hal's POV is really more direct than anyone else thus far, I've got 
kinda tripped up thinking these chapters were too short for a bit. :/ 


23 - The Bounty 


Chapter 23: 23 - The Bounty 


A once in a lifetime bounty becomes the talk of the Town. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


Missing Fortune Teller! Guild and Business in shambles! 


Looking for brave pokemon to help me look for a missing Psychic 
Type named Xatu. | believe he's gone northward, towards the 
Tundra. Payment will be 8% of The Emporium's revenue for a 
Month. Negotiable! 


Now, to say the Sundown Guild was in shambles because of one 
psychic taking an extended break was a gross overstatement on 
Judeau's behalf, but their business isn't gonna exist next month if 
they don't find out wherever Xatu's gone to. The guild needs them to 
do readings, the Emporium isn't gonna last as a business if their one 
poke who can do readings is out in nowhere land. They weren't 
even sure where Teacher was, other than the fact that out of two 
pokemon from Scoria Town who came their way, neither made 
mention of their mentor. 


The Obsidian Peninsula and Calico regions accounted for, so Xatu 
has either become lost in a dungeon or he's off north, towards Lapis 
Town and to the frigid beyond. 


Waiting around at the Emporium was nice, but they need Xatu back. 
Their business can lose out on some money, but what they can't 
lose is a friend. 


A huge bill taps the paper in front of Judeau, and the big eyes of a 


Pelipper give them a curious look. It was towards closing time for 
Pelipper Post and Judeau had rewritten the same letter at least 
three or so times. They reluctantly fold the paper with telekinetic 
force, and the big old bird slurps it up into their bill. 


"Who's it To?" The Pelipper asks, garbled by a bill full of mail. 


"Send it to the Scholar's Guild." They glance over their shoulder, as 
if they could somehow see the board outside. "Can you put a copy 
on the board too? I'm looking to get the message out to anyone." 


"Sundown Guild, too?" 
Judeau sighs. 


"Maybe in the future." They nudge a couple of coins closer to the 
bird. "This'll cover both, and uh..." 


Their eyes glance at the several crumpled up pages lying at their 
feet, so many letters and papers wasted in pursuit of eye-catching 
perfection. 


"Sorry for keeping you." 


With a wave of their stubby hand Judeau excuses themselves out 
the door. They've been here for so long that night has fallen and the 
guild's light is fully ablaze. It's gorgeous, one of a kind. It's just 
woken them so many times after long daytime shifts that it's begun 
to lose some of its lustre. Maybe they need another year to get used 
to it. 


The artificial sun was tenfold brighter than the crescent moon.. 
Every lonesome water-type swimming out there, or those ferrying 
from continent to continent can see the Sundown Guild's pillar 
shining in the horizon. If they were to have the eyes of a Pidgeot 
they might be able to spot the distant islands around the Grass 
Continent, maybe even farther than that. 


The possibility of Xatu having taken a ferry to lands abroad hasn't 
left their mind, it's just very, very unlikely anyone would be doing 
trips as the cold seasons approach. So unlikely, in fact, they must've 
conjured someone out of thin air. Something emerges from the 


shadow of the moon, gliding over the waters like a bird in the air. It's 
a stunning Lapras carrying a purple beacon of their own. 


The light comes from a man adorned with a colar of ghastly flames, 
swaying like clumps of seaweed and flickering as they leap off 
Lapras’ shell onto the waterlogged dock. He wears a most peculiar 
hat, purple like the Orb Seller, but in the shape and adorned with a 
metallic feather like the local bard. Licks of ghostly fire lights his 
smile, red eyes glowing with determination. The stranger greets 
them with a dramatic wave, then bows his head to Lapras. 


"Carry on to home, my friend.” His voice feels warm, there's an ease 
and sincerity to his candor. "| won't ask you to take me on another 
trip for a while." 


"Thank you, | can't risk too many voyages with what The Sea has 
become." The Transport Pokemon briefly smiles. "The cold is no 
problem, | have you to keep me warm." 


Lapras turns around, giving the lonely psychic a nod of 
acknowledgement before he floats off into the distance. "Take care. 
He says, moving swiftly, making not a sound as he glides over the 
sparkling Sea. 


Before Judeau can ask who or what, the two pokemon are 
interrupted by a gale overtaking them, as the entire fleet of Pelipper 
burst out of the beak-shaped lid of the mail house with beaks 
crammed full of paper. They don't fly in the dark, they don't go all at 
once, something is off. And the explorer is staring up at it, hands on 
these two fist-sized cages fastened by a belt to his hips. 


As the flapping subsides, he finally speaks to Judeau. 


"You'd swear the world was ending with how many were flying out, | 
wonder what's so important?" The sharp-dressed explorer moves 
towards Judeau, extending a hand in greeting. "The name is 
Masters, by the way." 


"Master of what?" Judeau asks, tapping his hand with their stubby 
limb. 


"Now isn't that the question? It's just a name, I'm not secretly three 
Cyndaquil masters stacked in a purple coat." He laughs. "And 
yours?" 


"Judeau." 


"Pleasure meeting you, Judeau.” He pulls his hand away, and keeps 
it on his hip at all times, resting on a tiny cage. "| don't want to cut 
our introduction short, but time's a hot commodity for me. Wouldn't 
you happen to know where | can find a certain bird?" 


He points to his hat. The feather pinned to it is made of a slick, 
crimson metal. 


"Wears a yellow hat like this, plays a lot of music." 


"Sounds like the bard." Judeau points near towards the tavern. "| 
can show you over to the tavern, my shop's just past-" 


The off-colored typhlosion's already on the move, jogging away with 
purpose to his stride. He waves back, laughing from a distance. 


"As I've said, a hot commodity!" 


As quick as he was to appear, the odd explorer vanishes into the 
dense brightly lit streets. In his wake are all the squawking of 
Pelipper overhead, and as if it were a note left by him truly, a loose 
piece of paper flutters down to the earth. Judeau swipes it with an 
invisible hand, and brings it before their gem-like eyes. It looks like a 
bounty, no a treasure hunt - a grand search organized by the 
Murkrow for something they've never heard of before: 


Time Gears. 


Whatever these were, it warrants sending out the whole flock of 
Mail-pokes to spread the word. And whoever turns them in will 
receive a handsome reward of a hundred thousand a gear, almost 
enough to start a guild, more than enough to retire for the rest of 
one's career. For a land occupied with two guilds of different 
shades, and all the others in between, the Dusk Continent was the 
best place to host this sort of hunt. 


If Judeau didn't have their priorities in a row, they honestly might've 
taken the 'Krows up on this once in a lifetime deal. But he's a 
business owner, not an explorer. When their psychic abilities 
amount to giving people minor headaches no price was worth risking 
their skin. 


They read the paper as they hover through the stone streets. Just 
about anyone who was out at this hour had a pamphlet in their 
hands. Caravan guards, first rank guildies, the normally silent streets 
are filled with explorers discussing their future riches and hedging 
bets. The prize was intoxicating, finding one of these things would 
make them a legend. 


Alas, Judeau wasn't easily tempted. 


The Emporium's swaying sign greets them when they make it home. 
The thick blue curtains draped over the windows, blotting any sliver 
of light from reaching inside the mysterious Emporium. They reach 
for the door's knob, twist it, and it's unlocked . 


Their heart instantly skips a beat. Did they leave the key behind? 
They check their person, it's still on them. The counter and shelf 
appear untouched through the crack in the door.. Maybe they had 
simply forgotten. 


Taking a deep breath, Judeau braces themselves and pops their 
head inside to an empty emporium. Chairs, the valuable Orbs, 
everything seemingly where it used to be. They lock the door behind 
them, and are about to take a sigh of relief when they spot a pair of 
bright crimson eyes staring between the curtains. 


"Hey, are you-" 


A cyan figure bursts out of the blue camouflage, sprinting towards 
them with the force of a raging rampardos. Their hands constrict 
Judeau's neck, slamming them against the door's window with a 
thunk . The air leaves their lungs. 


"Don't you scream or say a word unless you want to be tied up and 
thrown to the Dungeon ferals, you hear?" The Lucario in a ragged 
cape and hat snarls. "You're gonna help me, then you're gonna 


forget you've ever seen me." 
"W-With what?" Judeau squeals. 


He shoves a piece of paper into Judeau's hand. They take a glance: 
it's that bounty! 


"You're a psychic. If you're good enough for those guild snobs, then 
you're good enough for me." He shoots a glare at the paper, and 
back at Judeau. "You're gonna point me in the direction of one of 
these gears, and then we're gonna go on like this never happened. 
You got that, Five-head?" 


Five-head? 


"Y-yes, | understand!." They point to the hands around their throat. 
"C-can you let me go now?" 


Lucario drops them onto their stubby feet, and their psychic abilities 
let them hover a comfortable two inches off the cold floor. His eyes 
follow Judeau's every move as he leans up against the door like this 
place is his home. There's no getting out. 


"So, work your magic." Lucario motions his hands. 


"Yes sir, but you had picked an inconvenient time to barge in here." 
They try to be as cordial as possible to their intruder. "My teacher, 
the pokemon who could point you in the direction of a gear, has 
been gone for a month." 


"You're saying you can't?" 


"| can't." They stammer. "But | can show you to someone who can! 
She's just in the square, she's the ghost. She peddles orbs all night 
and day." 


She's as good, or even better than Xatu thanks to the plethora of 
resources she has at her disposal. The sole thing barring the town 
ghost from running the Emporium out of business is a gentleman's 
agreement, and her own kindness. There's no bad blood between 
them, quite the opposite, Judeau would just rather not promote 
another business when theirs is sinking faster than a brick in water. 


But they'd rather not find out what's gonna happen when this guy 
doesn't get his way. 


"I've heard of her, what's her deal?" 


"| wish | knew. She's got strange methods but | know they work." 
They force a reassuring smile. "She's the best person for scrying in 
these parts, shy of my missing mentor. | can't help you. She can." 


There's a pause, the Emporium becomes quiet enough for them to 
hear the waves not too far from the shop. Lucario looks to the sky, 
then through the curtains covering the door, as he's looking for any 
reason not to pulverize them. With a short huff, the Lucario in 
murkrow clothing reaches into his raggedy cape and takes out an 
Oran-colored bottle. He swallows half of it, then pushes the rest into 
Judeau's hands. The top of it is covered in slobber. 


"It's the Enigma stuff, it's in an old Oran Bottle so people don't start 
asking questions. Go sell it to a newbie, you can maybe get a 
hundred with your half.” 


Lucario ruffles Judeau's nonexistent hair, then slaps the side of their 
big smooth head. He leans down, getting his teeth right into the 
psychic's face. 


"Oh, and don't you say anything about me. You don't want your 
master coming home to an empty house." 


A conniving smile stretches across his face, pulling up his gums to 
reveal a set of brass-tipped teeth. Letters have been engraved into 
them, cutting deep enough to reveal the tar-stained whites. 


"EAT IT!" Lucario's teeth say. 


He walks out the door, and slams it shut behind him, hushing the 
psychic into stunned silence. 


Part Two: Time Thieves 


// Beginning of Part 2, finally get to introducing the Typh. Almost the 
same length as the very first chapter, huh. Time to add Lucario to 
the tags for free views. 


24 - Turn of Fortune 


Chapter 24: 24 - Turn of Fortune 


Lucario awakens after the kerfuffle with a certain bird, and with 
much more debt than he can possibly handle. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


"Forty Thousand." 


Even when he repeats the words out loud he can't even 
comprehend the amount. Sweat is pouring down Lucario's brow, 
he's been losing his grip on reality since that fifty year old bird kicked 
the daylights out of him; hearing his consequences laid bare may be 
the straw which breaks his back. He wipes off the salty sweat, pops 
a bottle labeled Oran Orchard, then guns it down. 


The dry tasting wine drowns his throat, shaking him back into reality 
with an Oran aftertaste. He shudders, looking at his surroundings. 
Pink is everywhere, censers and chains dangle from the 
claustrophobic ceiling, reflecting the embers of the several incense 
lit around them. It feels like a flower pink version of the stockades. 
He's lucky to be here rather than locked up with the rest of society's 
degenerates. He had struck a deal, but he still feels trapped. 


An Aromatisse stares down at him, the same Aromatisse who he 
had captured not a day ago, looking spry and as if he didn't beat the 
daylights out of her. His back is on a bundle of fabrics, there's a 
bandage around his leg where there wasn't before. It's not hurting 
him, thankfully. Though the Oran mixed into the wine may be 
keeping him numb. He'll need a lot more than one bottle if he's going 
to get over the mess he's made of himself, that's if he has a coin to 
his name after she's done with him. 


"Yes, Forty Thousand is to be delivered to the family within a 
month." She states firmly. "Forty Thousand will pay for the cart, the 
damages done to the supplies, and the rest will go into my pocket 
for the trouble you've given me. Weren't it for me, my family 
would've had you locked up forever for assaulting one of their own, 
but | think leaving you out to rot would be a wasted opportunity." 


He's lucky then? It didn't feel this way. Lucario groans. 


"How am | going to pay you Forty Thousand poke? All the wrong 
people know who | am now, | can't make the money for you even if | 
wanted to!" 


"| haven't told anyone. This is between my family, and you." The 
stout avian him off, holding up a tiny yellow claw to his snout. 
"These are questions you should've asked before you assaulted the 
Aromatisse family. I've done all | can for you. You have a month, 
spend it wisely." 


And she walks away, back to organising shelves after what was 
probably a long absence. He knows by the shape of the buildings 
behind those frilly pink curtains that he's in Calico Town - the place 
he's in is one of the Aromatisse Family's branch stores. He's got way 
more questions to ask: like why stop in Calico Town, like why did 
she choose this complicated deal instead of sending him off, and 
what happened to the badge which was on him. Questions she's not 
going to answer. She obviously wants him gone. It's because of her 
that he's a free man, and he's absolutely not gonna push his luck. 


What a mess he's made. 


Lucario steps up feeling his cape for his belongings: two bottles, a 
plain seed from the time he got shot at, a monochromatic crystal 
from a Pyrite Passage. And of course, there is a pittance of coin 
leftover from the blind idiot from a while back. Hal wasn't interested 
in the money apparently. The little he's got on him is nowhere near 
enough to afford a decent room, but there's enough here for at least 
one night of drinking. 


Aromatisse is glaring at him from the corner of her eye, he's been 
here for a minute too long. Her patience is thinning. Lucario sees 


himself out the door, and a quick use of Psychic pulls the deadbolt 
behind him. 


Outside the Sea's winds blow over the stone buildings. A moon sits 
on the horizon, and this big ugly thing over on an island lights up the 
whole place. Oh right, Calico is a guild town. No shenanigans 
allowed. 


Where was he to go from here? He can't get a room, he can't go 
doing exploration jobs now that there's most certainly a record of his 
crimes somewhere in the local guild, and funny business was 
borderline impossible whilst under the guild's stupid beacon. 
Everything's so pretty, so pristine. All is safe under the eye of the 
Sundown Guild.. 


Sundown Guild, the name rises up his throat like bile. If Halcion 
hadn't taken what stupid bounty was on him at the time, he could've 
walked away with a gear. He wouldn't have needed to take that 
delivery job. He'd be free. 


Honchkrow most certainly doesn't want to see his ugly face for 
screwing up the second job in the row. The moment anyone back 
home hears he's in bad blood with the Aromatisse, they'll get rid of 
him. He's got nothing other than a month of freedom, all the anger in 
the world won't set him free. 


Lucario takes the bottle to his lips again. A wave of bitterness 
flushes the thoughts away. He thanks the glass by whipping it onto 
the paved stone, shattering into a million satisfying little pieces. 


"Um, sir!" 


An elekid wearing a little red bandanna interrupts Lucario's 
brooding. The kid's got no badge, instead what they have is a burlap 
bag chock full of paper rolls. 


"Sir? I'm not your dad." Lucario spits onto the sheet of shattered 
glass. "I'm not cleaning that up either, go ahead and report me to the 
Guild of Cleanliness if you care so much." 


"We don't have a guild for cleanliness." The Elekid dons an awkward 


smile, reaches into the pouch, and hands one of the rolls to him. 
"You might be interested in this." 


"Sure." 


He takes the bundle, watching the kid walk off and unroll one, 
slapping it onto the side of this tall lamp post. Posters. The instant 
he sees a big one hundred thousand plastered over the paper in the 
distance and he instantly opens his. What he sees is the literary 
equivalent of a sucker punch. 


A hundred thousand for one of those stupid gears. The order was 
seemingly organized by the boss himself. He had missed out on the 
bounty of a lifetime all because of Hal coming out of nowhere. 


He needs a drink. 


Every town has a market square or something, and Calico - the 
Dusk Continent's marble jewel was no exception. Every light in the 
town was dimming. The shops were closing, yet one particular hole 
in the ground was still lit with a bright golden glow. The Hollow 
Dreams Tavern, a fitting place for Lucario to drink his troubles away. 


Stepping inside, the tavern was crowded with pokemon from all 
walks of life. The majority of these people - if not all of them - have 
copies of this time gear poster. The talk is so loud he can't even tell 
what the bird at the back is supposed to be playing. And this 
Vilelume, who seems to be the only bartender in this joint, struggles 
to keep tabs on his guests. A Seviper and a Zangoose duo are 
currently heckling them. 


"Three hun's?" The thickly accented 'goose bleats. "Three hundreds 
for a bottle and a night?" 


"You asked for a bottle of Enigma, and this is not a hotel, | don't 
have many rooms." Vileplume turns away from the Zangoose and 
audibly groans when they see Lucario snaking up to the bar. "You're 
gonna ask for a room too?" 


"No, just a drink." He taps the counter, the duo looks at him. "Don't 
know why you'd want to stay here, goose-boy. This place smells like 


bad wine and reeks of guild burnouts." 


All taverns do, they house the failed explorers and criminals of the 
lands. Lucario's no different, he just doesn't have any mask of 
professionalism to hide behind. He's scum, honest scum. 


The whole wall behind the bartender is a garish rainbow of different 
wines, each a unique berry, with sweet standards Pecha pink and 
Oran blues taking up way more space than the others. Lucario has 
no preference. If it's wine, it's wine. He's never been in a position to 
be picky and until he becomes head Honchkrow, he's ever going to 
be choosy. But if there was ever a time to pretend to be a drunken 
connoisseur, then now was. The question is: which of these bright 
colors looks the strongest? 


Lucario pours all he's got on him out on the counter, and slides it 
right in front of the flower pokemon. He leans over the bar. 


"Gimme the strongest, spiciest thing you've got. Spare no expense, | 
really don't care if it makes my heart stop." 


The grass-type gives him a look of concern, and the Zangoose 
pretends to be no part of this. They count the coins, then slot them 
behind the counter. 


"Are you sure?" Vileplume asks, squinting their eyes. 


"I said | didn't care." Lucario points at the pink part of the rainbow. 
"Don't give me that foppish Pecha garbage either, it'd take five of 
those to get me drunk and | do not have the money for it. My bones 
are steel; my liver's made of iron." 


“Thought you were just fighting..." Vileplume turns around, their 
stubby hands running through the rack like it's a deck of cards. 
"Lemme see what | have..." 


It takes them a moment going from rack to rack, pulling out the 
occasional bottle along the way, but they eventually land 
somewhere on the red side of the spectrum. They pull out a crimson 
bottle with a navy black topper, slapping it down on the barside like 
a hammer. The fluid inside sloshes around with the texture of a 


syrupy Max Elixir. 


"Haban." Vileplume taps the side of it. "Favorite of dragon types, 
they grow on the rocky side of the Grass Continent. A local girl | 
know loves this." 


Lucario winces. 
"Lemme guess: Hal comes a lot?" 
"You know her?" 


Lucario puts a brass spike on the lid of the bottle, then in a quick 
motion, pops the cork right of it. The red substance fizzes. The scent 
wafting from the bottle is overwhelming, and he takes a quick sip. 
The thick fluid slides down his throat with all the grace of a Muk 
shambling around, hitting him with a strong pulpy kick. A faintly 
sweet aftertaste congratulates him for pulling through. 


"| wish | never met her. She's the reason why I'm drinking." Lucario 
wipes his mouth clean. "Are you a member of the Halcion Club?" 


"No, she's just a usual guest." Vileplume motions near the stage. 
The only empty booth in the entire tavern is the one right in front of 
the bardic bird, probably her's. "She was sleeping there for two, or 
three weeks? Her partner fronted the bill. She was sick, apparently.” 


Part of him wants to say "good riddance", but it seems a bit much, 
and he's a more curious soul than he is a spiteful one. Lucario takes 
a second drink. There's enough pulp in this wine to make the 
average poke choke on it. How could Hal like this stuff? 


"What, did she get on the bad side of a Salazzle?" Lucario chuckles. 
"You got Pecha here - you got every berry you can ask for, it 
must've been some sickness if she was sleeping for three weeks. 
She's built like a brick house!" 


"It must've been strong. She came in one day with a gross mark on 
her shoulder and collapsed on that seat over there. | didn't care if 
she stayed as long as she paid for her drinks." A patron further 
down the bar flags them, they acknowledge them with a wave. 
"Minstrel could tell you more. Enjoy destroying your belly, Blue." 


Guess that's the very on nose name of the bird playing in the back. 
The Chatot back there is fourth the size of the one who put Lucario 
down, but he's got a way bigger hat than the bucket on Braviary's 
head. His music is lost on the ears of the crowd, who would much 
rather talk about this bounty than listen to his chirpy tunes. Hal's 
seat is unocupied, begging for Lucario to snag it. 


Lucario creeps through the crowded bar, coming shoulder to 
shoulder with adventurers of all walks of life. There were people 
from Calico's guild, indies, and even some folks with the boring blue 
name badges of Lapis’ society. Everyone must've come to this 
tavern the second the news came out - because where else was 
there to go? This would be prime time to get ahead of the pack and 
get him a partner in crime if Lucario were one of those hunkey-dorey 
explorers types. The last person who partnered with him got shot out 
of the sky no thanks to him, so honestly he was better off alone. 


He takes a swig as he throws himself onto the unoccupied booth. To 
his left is a Polyhwhirl keeping to themselves, legs kicking, waiting. 
Ahead is Minstrel looking at him from under his hat as he strums a 
song with his talons. It's a good song, really sonorous. Lucario 
doesn't actually care. 


"Are you friends with Hal?" Lucario asks. 


"Only friends call her Hal, and you're likely the Lucario she's 
mentioned beating to a pulp before.” Minstrel doesn't laugh, as 
laughing likely entails stopping the music. "I will warn you, she's not 
gonna like you sitting in her spot." 


"I'll take my chances." Lucario slumps on his seat. "If she wants to 
start a fight, it's her problem. | don't have any fight in me." 


The Chatot tilts his head up. His eyes, though small, show genuine 
interest 


"Oh? What happened to you?" 


The Aura pokemon takes a massive swig, nearly losing his Murkrow 
hat with how much he leans back. The bitter, though slightly sweet 
flavor drowns out any sense of inhibition. He needs this, he needs a 


good drink if he's gonna start talking to a stranger about how he's a 
criminal down on his luck. 


"See all those posters around here?" Lucario throws his onto the 
table, just in case the bird couldn't see past his Murkrow-shaped hat. 
"| used to work with the 'Krows until a couple days ago, and they 
swindled me out of my royalties for this bounty they put out. Set me 
up for failure with a really dumb job." 


Yeah, they had to have set him up. What else was gonna happen 
when anyone other than an indie sees that badge they gave him? 
There's no Lucario in the Sundown Guild, even the dumb one 
winged bird saw right through the badge. It was never going to work. 
The Sundown Guild's tower is still blighting the night sky, so any 
plan to get Hal's folks into hot water clearly didn't stick. 


And how did the Krows even know about the Time Gear? Lucario 
kept his mouth shut, he knew what he found was way too special to 
let Honchkrow, or anyone else in on it. Halcion sure doesn't have 
any loyalty to the 'Krows. 


He takes another drink. 


"If Halcion didn't come along and ruin it for me, I'd be set! Could've 
sold the thing, could've walked away. Now here | am drinking from a 
bottle like I'm a hatchling who hadn't had his Apple Juice." 


The bottle is now empty, but the words keep flowing. He lets the 
bottle crash onto the floor as he gestures at Minstrel. 


"No job, all outta money, and beaten to pulp two times in a row. Now 
I'm out of liquor too." Lucario hacks out a pitiful laugh, utterly 
defeated. "What shall | do now, mystery music minstrel?" 


The music has stopped, no one in the tavern has taken notice save 
for them and the Polywhirl huddled in their own corner. Minstrel 
beckons Lucario over, and he nearly falls out of his seat stumbling 
over to the foot of the stage where he flattens himself out like a 
pancake. Lucario's pupils are wider than a river, watching a puny 
bird tower over him from atop his iron stool. 


"You can hear me, right?" Minstrel asks, his voice hidden by the 
tavern's roar. 


"Loud and clear, baby." 
The minstrel rolls his eyes, and sighs. 
"You found one of those gears, didn't you?" 


"About three-ish, weeks ago? Could be shorter or longer than that." 
The memories pound on Lucario's metal skull. "| had found the gear 
in Pyrite Passage, it was black and red, surrounded by these floating 
glowing things. Nothing around it had color, like it sucks out by being 
there. It made no sense to me, | only knew it was important because 
there was a guy | couldn't see shooting something at me. He really 
didn't want me having it | guess." 


"This gear has some kinda ability. | didn't have a chance to figure it 
out." Lucario huffs. "Hal just happened to walk in, hit me with a 
Sleep Seed, then | presume she made off like a bandit after she told 
the whole world about Time Gears." 


"She didn't tell anyone." 


The words kick some momentary sobriety into Lucario. He sits up, 
and the two pokes exchange looks of confusion. 


"So she didn't tell you about owning this thing? She didn't come 
through this bar with it?" Lucario points at himself. "If she's got it 
then I'm going after her!" 


"She doesn't have it, settle down!" 
Lucario does as told, puffing out his cheeks. 


"She may have had it when she first got here, but | had a quick look 
at her things when she came back sick and it wasn't on her." 
Minstrel looks to the empty booth. "I've never seen a pokemon sleep 
with their eyes wide open till she came in with that strange burn on 
her shoulder." 


"Unless her partner turns out to be scum like me, then whoever put 


her to sleep probably took it." Lucario pulls himself up, looking 
across the tavern to the stairs outside. "I'm gonna find who did that 
to her and get my money's worth." 


"You sure?" 


Lucario glances at the bird, his eyes red, drunken stupor temporarily 
burned away by his sheer resolve. He's got a goal, he knows who to 
hit. Wipe them out, get his gear, get control of his life back. 


"If you find my comatose body on Halcion's bench you can say | told 
you so." 


They both chuckle. His humor isn't lost on Minstrel. 


"Good luck." The Chatot chirps. "Before you go playing hero, may | 
offer you a place to start looking?" 


"Does it involve money?" 


"Depends. You should really look into finding yourself a psychic." 
Minstrel insists with a smile. "Not for any particular reason other 
than there's gonna be a lot of people looking for them once news 
breaks of this hunt." 


He knows of their mystical powers, mind reading, future predictions 
or whatever, but as a fighting-type he's never wanted to tango with 
someone who can destroy him without lifting a finger. If they're 
gonna be all the rage in the next day, or even hours, he's not gonna 
squander his chances. 


"Look for Judeau." Minstrel adjusts his hat, and his talons rest on the 
lute at his feet. And with a strum of his instrument, he bids Lucario a 
musical farewell as a parting song enters the air. 


Lucario waves the bird goodbye as he hops off the stage into the 
crowd, shifting through the shoulder to shoulder traffic of 
adventurers each with a copy of the bounty in their hand. He barely 
reaches the stairwell untrampled, then climbs up out of this dreary 
heap. His hand touches the door when it swings open on its own. 


A purple flame nearly blinds him as an explorer donned in a familiar 


shaped hat comes inches from careening into him. He doesn't 
apologize, instead he instantly steps aside with a curtsy bow. The 
fire raging on his back gives off no heat, even when Lucario nearly 
brushes the flames on the way past. 


"Not one for saying hi?" Lucario catches the man speaking, and he 
stops. 


"Opening a door for me doesn't mean I'm suddenly your boyfriend." 
Lucario dirties the pristine market tile with a glob of his spit. "Do you 
want a thank you?" 


The oddly dressed Typhlosion puts his hands on the two cages tied 
to his hips. He looks to the sky as if waiting for a divine prophecy, 
but it never comes, and he shrugs like a dramatic buffoon. 


"Good." Lucario swivels around. "Thanks for not wasting my time." 
As Lucario walks off the stranger's voice follows. 


"You're welcome!" 


Going one side of the town to harass a psychic, only to be told to go 
right back to the square where this purple hut has been waiting with 
all of his answers. Whether by luck or by fate, there's no gigantic 
lineup outside the hut like Minstrel had predicted. Instead, there's 
now a gaggle of fire-type hooligans outside the Tavern sharing a 
bunch of spicy drinks and laughing about - who cares? They're 
gonna be missing out on first pickings with this spectral seer. 


The tent is dead quiet. He can hear the tents fabric flapping against 
the idle Sea Winds, and several shades of violet flicker from within. 
No one's gonna leave a candle running in this easily flammable 
place. She's obviously here. Lucario summons up a Bone Rush, a 
glorified stick, and knocks the tile near the door flap. 


"| already know you're outside, | can see your feet through the 
doorway." A feminine, ghostly voice speaks from within. "Come 
hither and set your club aside, willst thou?" 


The club shatters into blue sparks as he tosses it behind him. The 
second he steps inside the tent, an blast of unusual fragrances 
assaults his nostrils Just for a split moment he thinks he's back into 
the pink flowery dungeon. Then he opens his eyes. 


There's orbs all over the place like they weren't worth two hundred a 
piece. They didn't vary much in size, but each of them was colored 
just a slight different shade of blue. It takes a good eye or several 
mistakes to know what ones do what. Seeds aren't much better. At 
least Lucario can taste the difference between a spicy blast seed or 
a minty reviver seed. 


As he looks around, he sees a phantom in violet robes greeting him 
from behind an orb covered table. Two identical bands drape down 
her giant hat like bangs of long hair, and her irises gleam pink in 
darkness. She has an otherworldly quality to her. Perhaps it's simply 
her typing. 


Lucario takes a cursory peek outside. The fire-types are still 
meandering around the tavern's entrance. The magmar, charmeleon 
and heatmor are too enamored with whatever they're talking about 
to bother with the Lucario snooping around at dusk, or maybe 
they're simply drunk. There's about six empty bottles on the ground 
between all of them. Lucario folds the door flaps shut. 


"Are there thieves around? Shady folk?" She says as he turns 
around, and sees her leaning across the orb-covered table, a wisp- 
like appendage to her chin. "Young man, whatever is out there can't 
possibly threaten you in here. No soul would be so foolish." 


"-Some guys who had some drinks." He puffs up his chest. "| don't 
know if you are, but are you aware about the wonders of wine and 
what that does to a pokemon's judgement? It's why guildies are so 
prone to getting lost in dungeons. Too much alcohol when you're in 
nowhere's land and you'll probably never see the light of day again." 


Now, explorers didn't bring bottles on bottles to binge drink during 
their escapades into time distorted dungeons. No one would be so 
stupid as to intentionally get drunk in a Mystery Dungeon, but there 
are stories about explorers getting into too many scuffles with the 
dungeon folk and having to drink away their wounds with Oran 


Wine, and those people are typically the rookies - always end up 
getting lost after losing their own marbles He's reported these kinds 
of lost souls all the time, not before stripping them of their valuables 
of course. 


Bands, wines, seeds, you name it. It's sometimes more profitable to 
camp in dungeons for rookies to become lost than it is to go 
dungeoneering. With such less risk to him, why wouldn't he turn to 
this life? 


Lucario's losing track. The phantom's laughing at him. 


"Oh yes, vices I'll never have the pleasure or displeasure of taking.” 
She looks him up and down. "If | were to take control of your form, 
then perhaps | could feel the slightest taste of inebriation after too 
many bottles. One of your kind may look swell in purple garb." 


"But that'd be crossing a line, even for me." She chuckles softly. "I 
presume you haven't come to hear me babble about the mechanics 
of possessing another person's body. Tell me what you want, young 
man. | can provide within reason." 


He wasn't about to suggest to a complete ghostly stranger to 
partake in a hairbrain scheme which involves possessing him at the 
final day of the month, so as to somehow avoid being dragged off to 
the stockade under some stupid clause. He's not desperate enough, 
not yet. Lucario taps one of the spheres in front of him. 


"| don't touch these orbs or reading things, it's not my place." Lucario 
watches his reflection in the orbs, seeing multiple little Lucario's 
mime his words back. "But this little Judeau guy said you were the 
best shot after their master up and vanished, so | may as well ask." 


Lucario leans over the table, careful neither to threaten her or 
shatter the thousands of coins worth in merchandise. He briefly 
looks behind him, seeing if there's any gear-mongering explorers 
peeping in.. He swallows the last of his pride with a hoarse gulp. 


"| need you to point me in the direction of a Time Gear. Don't care 
how close or how far it is, or if it's at the end of the scariest dungeon 
known to pokemon." He whispers, staring into the onyx eyes 


speckling under her hat. "| had my hands on a gear long before this 
craze started. | had first dibs, and | lost it. Now | have a month to 
find one if | ever want to walk free again." 


He's a criminal, he let it slip. He doesn't care. Everything is on the 
counter now. 


"| Know what these things do, | don't know if giving one of them to 
my old boss is a good idea but it'll give me the coin | need to be free. 
| just need the one to protect myself, and eventually turn in. | am not 
asking for anything other than a point in the right direction. | need a 
hint. That's all | want." 


There is something to be said about the Phantom. The way she 
doesn't breathe; doesn't need to blink. She's a smirking, frozen 
statue in the shape of a hatted sorceress, and her only signs of life 
during this silence are the edges of her garb flowing in some 
invisible spectral wind. The haunting way she looks at him 
unflinchingly shakes Lucario to his metal bones, but he remains firm. 
She knows how much Lucario needs her. 


A pair of needle-thin fangs unsheathe from her mouth as her grin 
contorts into a wide, sinister smile. Her pupils narrow in on him like a 
noctowl. 


"A desperate man with a price on his head, and only a month to live 
freely." She eyes him carefully. "| do not know how capable you are, 
good friends of mine have made the mistake of assuming people's 
competence by their species, and | am not inclined to repeat them. 
What | see before me is a man who will do anything for his goal, a 
person many would find abhorrent." 


Her wisp-like hand reaches out to an orb, coiling around it like a 
snake and dragging the orb to in front of them. She rests her hands 
on its gleaming blue surface. It looks seemingly unremarkable. 


"lam in the minority." Her smile softens, her fangs recede. "You 
played your hand too early. | know you're a criminal, and | could turn 
you in if | so please." 


Lucario feels his body tense. 


"| can keep a secret. I'll gleefully feign ignorance of your record at 
the drop of my hat. But can you keep your word, criminal?" 


"I'm at my wit's end, lady. I'm going to be honest." 


She reaches for one of his hands, laying it gently over the crystaline 
orb. Her two appendages fold over his hand as she stares into his 
eyes. The sphere glows softly, its faint blue being barely brighter 
than the lantern overhead. 


"Give me something which reminds you of these gears, and with the 
aid of this Scanner Orb | shall guide you to your gear. In exchange, | 
ask only that you bring it back here for me to examine. We will 
discuss future endeavors from there on." She exhales. "Keep in 
mind however, failure to retrieve the gear in a timely fashion will 
have me spread your name amongst every guild and ear who will 
listen." 


He nods. Without a word he reaches deep underneath his cloak, 
producing an odd familiar crystal. Both lights, above his head and 
from the orb below become monochrome the second they catch the 
crystal. The Orb Seller relieves it from Lucario's hand, looking down 
at the sphere in immense focus. Something within the orb changes. 
A blurry image; a reflection from underwater. 


"Are you prepared?" she asks. 


No coin, no gem, nothing but a burning desire to seize what was 
once his. He had just traded one boss for another. Was he ever 
free? Who knows. Lucario sighs reluctantly, keeping his hand on the 
scintillating sphere. He trusts her. 


"As I'll ever be." 


// May or may not have edited while Inebriated. Counting chapter 3-8 
edits (I did in sets of 2), this will have been six updates to the fic ina 
month. A bit of a record, | guess? 


25 - Basalt Lake 


Chapter 25: 25 - Basalt Lake 


Lucario races to the location of a second Time Gear. He's late. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


"Among the frozen stones and in the deepest depths beneath the 
great peak is where you will find your prize." 


Lucario looks at the Scanner Orb, seeing the mirage a gear 
emblazoned by those red glowing flanges. It seems to be floating 
above a rocky lake sequestered among clusters of tall hexagonal 
stones. 


"Basalt Peak. Lemme take a wild guess: there's a mystery 
dungeon?" 


"Very astute of you. But the Dungeon is the least of your worries, 
dear. You aren't the only pokemon desperate to get their hands on 
those gears. 


Lucario barely makes it to safety as a flamethrower swooshes over 
his head, searing the already dark basalt black. Was this who the 
ghost was warning him about? Who knows, but someone's beaten 
him to a punch and isn't about to let him pass without becoming a 
barbecued mutt. 


"You're not going any further than this!" 


There's a big round cavern, a gateway of sorts to what lies in the 


deepest floor of the dungeon. Blocking a hexagon-shaped hole on 
the back wall is a Charmeleon, flames flicker from his mouth 
whenever he shouts. 


"As if it wasn't obvious!" Lucario picks up a chunk of the hexagonal 
rock. It's flat and heavy. "You come from Calico Town?" 


Charmeleon answers back with another flamethrower, spewing it 
over Lucario's head in warning. The basalt protecting Lucario is 
starting to glow red. He's probably right, then. Where's the other fire- 
types? 


"You're not making many friends by burning them alive. | saw you 
outside with two other fire guys. Are they your buddies, partners in 
crime? Homeboys?" Lucario peeps behind cover to see Charmeleon 
giving him a death stare. "| didn't see them on the way. Don't tell me 
they left you behind."" 


"| didn't get left behind! Charmeleon growls back. "I knew someone 
from that tavern was gonna follow us here! You fell right into my 
ambush, you stinky mutt!" 


"Some ambush! | should be roasted by now." 


A third Flamethrower batters the stone down, melting the tips of the 
pillars into molten slag. This is when Lucario decides to make a 
break for him.. Lucario sprints across the cave, a chunk of stone 
clenched in his fist. Charmeleon draws a deep breath and Lucario 
whips the disk at the Lizard, knocking the wind out of him for a split 
second - enough time for him to conjure up a Bone Club and close 
the distance. 


Charmeleon answers Lucario's first swing with shining Metal Claws. 
The claws snap the club into two, turning it into a tiny pointy stick. 
Charmeleon's smirk turns to terror when Lucario simply fwips the 
broken club around, and slams it into the fire-type's side pointy end 
first. 


The would-be dragon lets a kind of dreadful noise; a mix between 
hatchling screams and a creaky door. As he's reeling back Lucario 
trips him up, planting his boot into his back with a stomp. 


Charmeleon squeals out. 
"Okay! Okay stop!" He squirms under Lucario's heel. "I give, | give!" 


"Give? Give what?" Lucario spots a satchel dangling from the 
pokemon's side and nudges it with his other foot. "How's about 
everything you've got?" 


"W-What!?" 
"Seeds, Orbs, Money - all the good stuff. Hand it over!" 


Charmeleon's tail flickers in intensity, and before it could do 
whatever a charmeleon tail supposedly does Lucario grabs the 
thing, strangling it. This finally gets Charmeleon to do what he's told. 
He squirms around awkwardly until he manages to cut his satchel 
loose. Lucario swipes it and starts counting the goods: an Oran 
Berry, a plain seed, an apple and an illustrious five hundred in coins. 


"Thank you very much!" Lucario guffaws, stuffing the goods away. 
"Now tell me where your friends are." 


"They're up ahead. The hole in the wall was here when we got here, 
they-" 


"Really?" Lucario cuts him off. "You schmucks tailed a guy here, 
didn't you?" 


As someone who loves to pick up the goodies explorers leave 
behind, it's something Lucario would've done themselves. Thieves 
think alike. This guy's probably new if he's surprised by Lucario 
figuring it out. 


"Um... yeah, we did." Charmeleon admits. "It was typhlosion in 
explorer gear. A complete stranger in town shows up the night this 
bounty gets put out, and we see him take off out of Calico Town like 
he's got something. We're not dumb, right?" 


Going after an explorer's pretty dumb, making the connection 
wasn't. He knows exactly who he's talking about: the weirdo with the 
purple flames spewing around his head with the same hat as the 
bard. If he's gonna have to beat a guildie up this early then things 


are gonna get real complicated from here, nevermind the bounty on 
his head. Lucario groans. 


"Y-you're gonna let me go now, right?” 


Lucario replies by kicking Charmeleon's side, sending him off to 
dreamland with an unkind farewell. 


"No." 


Stealing a quick bite of Oran Berry, he moves on. Whatever 
typhlosion did to open the door he went with the hammer method. 
There looks to have been a wall here, maybe a puzzle of some kind, 
but it's been painted over with intense score marks. There's a 
perfect, hexagonal shaped panel on the ground - like it had popped 
out of the socket. A dark polygonal passageway lies behind it. The 
sound of flowing water echoing from deep within. The Lake is surely 
up ahead. 


Just as he enters the hallway purple fire flashes down the corridor 
and two pokemon let out cries of despair. Lucario moves as fast as 
he can, cold stream water splashing down his feet. 


Crimson light begins to flood down the corridor. The gear is close. 
Lucario takes in a deep breath, spins up an Aura Sphere, and enters 
the glow. 


Outside of the enterance, ghostly smoke lingers on the unconscious 
bodies of a Magmar and Heatmor. Immense pillars of basalt stand in 
the lake like monolithic tombstones. The sand along the beach and 
the water it borders are impossibly dark, the water in particular is 
dark enough to swallow the gear's light above it. 


Quite literally standing between Lucario and his freedom is 
Typhlosion, who upon noticing from the beachside turns around 
without a hint of urgency. His flames sway like locks of floating hair 
as arestrained smile lights his face. He doesn't seem surprised in 
the slightest bit to see him. In fact, he looks relieved, resting his 
hands on the novelty cages around his belt like a town deputy. 


Lucario's gaze doesn't leave Typhlosion for a second as he slowly 


approaches the two bodies, relieving them of whatever looks like a 
bag of goodies. The supernatural smoke coming off their bodies 
wafts upwards as though it were reaching out to him, but Lucario 
quickly darts away. He moves a few paces towards Typhlosion, then 
plants his feet into the sand. 


The air is bone chilling. The caves are silent. The only sounds are a 
stream and the Aura Sphere whirring inside Lucario's hand. 
Typhlosion eclipses the Time Gear behind him, its shimmering runes 
surround the stranger like a red halo. 


"Minstrel told me about you." 


Typhlosion's voice is light and subdued. If this wasn't about to end 
with a fight, he may have mistaken him for not taking himself 
seriously. 


"Good or bad things?" 
Typhlosion briefly admires the ceiling. 


"He didn't say anything negative about you, but he did tell me you 
got set up. You were the first to find the Time Gears here, on the 
Dusk Continent, are you?" 


Not for a second did him stumbling onto a mystical artefact feel 
special, the feeling of being robbed of it was far too overwhelming. 
The taste of defeat doesn't just go away. 


"Yeah, and I'm gonna get what I'm owed starting with the one back 
there." Lucario holds the Aura Sphere up, Typhlosion tenses up. 
"Get out of my way." 


His ears twitch when he hears a sizzling sound to his left. There's 
smoke rising from the bodies. Lucario tries not to look away from his 
opponent. 


"I'm sorry you got put into a bad position. You can keep what you've 
swiped off those two, better you have it than the dungeon." 
Typhlosion exhales a drawn out sigh. "I don't think there's rules yet 
for this treasure hunt, but | think Finder's Keepers are universal. | 
can't let you have this one." 


"The Gear is mine." Lucario snarls. "Minstrel's told you all about me. 
I'm not gonna let another gear slip away, I'm not letting anyone steal 
it from me again! | need this gear - | need that money!" 


"| don't want to fight someone with the advantage, but if beating a 
second fire type to a pulp is what it takes to get my hands on that 
gear, I'll do it! You have until the count of three, or it's light's out!" 


Three seconds, give or take, not enough time to read Typhlosion's 
aura from a distance. Although it's enough to line up a good shot 
with Aura Sphere. 


"Onel" 


As Lucario barks, the sizzling from the bodies grows. Typhlosion's 
doing something to them, a surprise attack maybe? 


"Two!" 


Typhlosion grips those two cage things tight. His feet find their 
footing in the sand. His posture is tense, his smile washes away. 


"Three!" Lucario shouts. "Draw!" 


Two moves simultaneously activate. The aura sphere leaves 
Lucario's palm, and whatever was sizzling explodes towards his left 
into a hail of purple fire. Aura Sphere grazes Typhlosion, hitting at 
his feet and making him leap backwards. Lucario attempts to throw 
himself away from the fire but the flames still catch him, searing his 
side with a horrible, cold sensation. Then there's the sound of a 
splash. 


They traded. Not good. Typhlosion fell into the water. That's good. 


Lucario leaps back onto his feet ready to capitalize, but Typhlosion's 
just gone. Where he landed in the water there's this strange 
formation: a gigantic splash frozen in time. It's like the cave at the 
end of Pyrite Passage. Time and space are nothing in the gear's 
presence. Typhlosion is in a better position, not a worse one. He 
shouts from his miraculous cover. 


"Infernal Parade!" 


"What?" 


"Infernal Parade - that's what I've named my signature!" Typhlosion 
appears from the waves as though they were a curtain of distorted 
space. "The flames are life-seeking spirits. | begin their parade with 
a fire of my own. They will march until they sputter out or meet their 
mark, whatever comes first!" 


Typhlosion spits a globule of flame into his hand while Lucario 
prepares a second Aura Sphere. When Typhlosion throws his attack 
over the wall it splinters off into a orbs of fire which float towards 
Lucario in marching order. Lucario makes a wide berth around the 
spectral flames. The orbs barely keep up, it's like they're taking their 
time. 


If he's not lying then Infernal Parade stuff works exactly like Aura 
Sphere, except several times slower and automated. Typhlosion can 
sit there and wait out his flame's dirty work. But if the conductor of 
the parade were to suffer an unfortunate accident involving an Aura 
Sphere, then he can beat this trick. 


It's simple: get close enough to read his aura, establish line of sight, 
then let the aura-fireworks fly. He clutches the orb tightly in his palm. 


The Violet flames chase Lucario out onto the water. It feels like 
running on tar, every step he takes, every little splash or ripple 
shapes its surface. After a split second the waves harden, becoming 
ice-like formations like the one Typhlosion was using to shield 
himself. 


Lucario sprints along the water's surface like a two legged surskit. 
Just as he rounds the corner their eyes meet and Typhlosion 
launches a second glob - spitting it in Lucario's direction as it 
splinters off into a second Infernal Parade. Lucario however, takes a 
page out of Typhlosion's book. Unslinging the fire-type's stolen pack 
he whips it down infront of him with all his might. A huge splash 
erupts, big enough for him to run up, and jump right in the nick of 
time. 


Purple flames light at his feet, turning his ramp back into putty. His 
legs felt on fire. He was tumbling down like a pile of bricks, but the 


aura sphere was still in his hands. Lucario lands where he needs to 
be: right in front of Typhlosion. The sphere lights up the look of 
surprise on Typhlosion's face. 


"Finders keepers!" 


Aura Sphere shoots up like a cannonball. It goes straight through his 
face, through the fur, through all the bits therein. There is a perfect 
circular hole here an eye once was, and dense, violet smoke billows 
out of it like ichor. He got him, got him better than any he's ever 
gotten anyone- 


A powerful punch rips into Lucario. Typhlosion unleashes a flurry of 
thunder punches, sending electrified shockwaves through his metal 
bones like he were a living circuit. Lucario blocks the last of the 

barrage with a bone club, and looks Typhlosion dead into his eyes. 


He's perfectly fine. There's no wound. 


"You had a hole in your face! You should be in pieces right now!" 
Lucario shouts, heart racing. "That doesn't make any sense!" 


He bats Typhlosion away from him with wild, careless swings. Sweat 
running down his brow, tears welling in his eyes, if he weren't in the 
midst of combat he'd be screaming in frustration. Typhlosion is calm 
in the face of Lucario's furious barrage. Lucario gets a good hit on 
his leg, tripping the fire-type on one foot Bone Rush, leaving 
Typhlosion right open for the perfect knockout swing. 


Then, the fur on his back stands. He turns just in time to see the first 
of these ghostly fireballs explode from behind, sending him 
careening into Typhlosion. A quick one-two Thunderpunch puts 
Lucario down. He crumbles onto the lake's surface, defeated. 


He can't move. He can't swing the Bone Rush even if he wanted to. 
The punches must've shocked a vital muscle. His limbs feel like 
rubber. And to make matters worse, Typhlosion is completely fine. 
His eyelids are becoming heavy. His consciousness Is slipping, 
leaving him like every o- 


Typhlosion cuts his self-loathing off with a smack to his face. The 


fire-type's standing over him like he's some kinda little creature. 


"Come on!" Lucario groans out. "Don't slap me - punch me! Knock 
me out! You've won! Go take your Time Gear and leave me be!" 


"You sure?" 


"Yes, yes I'm sure! | already said you won!" It's almost impossible to 
move, but he achieves the strength to turn away from Typhlosion. 
"Go ahead, rob me blind while you're at it! | don't care anymore." 


"You certainly do care if you're still talking." 


Instead of tugging on his things, Typhlosion grabs arm like a child, 
trying to pull on his dead metal weight. Lucario practically screams. 


"Didn't you get the memo, leave me alone!" 


Typhlosion isn't listening. He drags Lucario all the way to the shore 
whereupon he flips Lucario on his back like a pastry. He's forced to 
lie paralyzed, bruised by all the thunder punches to his chest as 
Typhlosion digs through his things, throwing out the contents like 
useless trash till he finds what he's looking for - the half eaten oran 
berry. Typhlosion spits fire onto it until it turns into a black-blue crisp, 
and forces it down Lucario's throat. 


Unless he wants to asphyxiate, Lucario reluctantly scarfs it down. 
The burns give it a crunch. It tastes like overcooked self-loathing. 


"Paralysis goes away after a while, the berry will help you get outta 
here without you dropping all your goodies." 


Typhlosion starts cleaning up his mess, putting coins Lucario's 
money back into their purses, stuffing used up Seeds in his pockets. 
He's treating him the same way one treats an untidied house, taking 
his dear time putting things back into place, remarking little things 
about what he finds. After Typhlosion is done with him, he dusts off 
the bits of watery gunk clung to his clothes, giving him a smirk and 
just... standing there. 


Does he want a thank you? He obviously wants him to ask a 
question or say something. Lucario could have gotten out of this 


dungeon no problem, he doesn't need to be pampered by someone 
who he would've laid to rest weren't it for... 


His typing? That can't be right, he's a Typhlosion. Typhlosion are... 
"Why didn't you roast me, huh?" 

Typhlosion chuckles. Did he say something stupid? 

"You didn't have much to really hit me with, it wouldn't be fair." 


In what appears to be an act of respect or kindness Typhlosion 
removes his feathered hat. The flames around his head drape down 
like sets of purple curls. Lucario doesn't know what the look in his 
eyes is. It seems earnest. 


"People will do anything for those gears, you know? | understand 
why, but | don't like hurting people, | don't like stealing. | wouldn't 
want to do anything to you that few berries or a Reviver Seed 
couldn't fix." Typhlosion sighs. "And for a second, | thought you were 
one of those types.” 


He motions past Lucario to the two bodies, a Heatmor anda 
Magmar, both clad in some kind of red attire. Both of them are still 
breathing, if barely. The smoke has long left them. 


"| had them good, they lost, but they kept on fighting. | had them 
screaming about the coins until they made me put them to sleep. 
Then comes you, ranting about money as well, sounding more 
desperate than those fiery opportunists. | was inclined to think you 
were no different." 


Typhlosion lays a hand on Lucario's shoulder. His look is a warm 
one. 


"It takes a lot of humility to admit defeat." 


After this long discussion, Typhlosion has successfully spoken his 
piece. He slicks his two ears back, slaps on his hat, then goes to 
collect his gear-shaped prize. Lucario is left to his thoughts. 


Forty thousand is a lot of coins, he could've made it back working for 


the 'Krows. Now he's become a jobless fool with exploration skills on 
a continent about to be flooded with explorers looking for those 
gears. He can't rob those guys, this one explorer beat him down like 
it was nothing. There's no way he can get that money alone. 


There's a crick in his back when he forces himself upright. Lucario 
reaches for Typhlosion's shadow. 


"Hey! Can you hear me out?" 


Typhlosion spins around at the water's edge, staring back. A second 
passes by like an eternity. 


"I'm ears." 


He can't believe he's trying this. It feels like begging for a treat, he 
feels utterly pathetic. Just treat it like medicine, he reminds himself, 
just swallow it down and be done with it. It's this or nothin g. 


Lucario can hear his brass teeth grinding against each other as 
forces his pride down the proverbial gutter. 


"I'm a criminal with Forty Thousand poke to my head. Dirty deeds 
have put me into this position and | know those gears can get me 
outta this. | need that money in a month to walk free." 


There was something different to this explorer. Typhlosion isn't 
scowling, he isn't judging him, the only word to describe his 
expression was "wise". 


"| don't want the gears, nothing matters other than getting out of this 
bind! It's the most important thing in this world right now, I'll do 
anything to get it!" Lucario's chest is pounding. "You've shown me 
my limit. This Continent's gonna be flooded with explorers in the 
coming days. If | can't put up a fight against you, then there's no way 
I'll make the money on my own. Not with this stupid bounty making 
everyone crazy!" 


Breathe in, breathe out. Admitting all of this feels worse than fighting 
the freak Braviary, feels worse than losing the gears five times over. 
Is it the hopelessness of the situation, the lingering paralysis? He's 
sweating like a fool dreading Typhlosion's response. 


"| travel alone." 


Typhlosion's glances at the two bodies, the two fire-types who 
forced his hand. He's thinking it too; about the madness the bounty's 
stirring. 


He moves across the sand, casting a ghastly shadow on Lucario. 
There's no smile as he extends his hand. 


"| keep the gears, everything else is up for grabs. Try anything 
queer..." 


Lucario takes his hand. It's cold, much unlike the man it belongs to. 
"| Know." 

They shake hands, and with a mighty pull the explorer lifts Lucario 
onto his feet. Before Typhlosion goes marching off to the gear he 


gazes over his shoulder. 


"Masters." Says the Typhlosion. "Call me that, okay?" 


// Surprisingly short. | feel like fight orientated chapters can be any 
length and still feel super long or super short. 


26 - Check-in, Catch-up 


Chapter 26: 26 - Check-in, Catch-up 


What it says on the Tin. They check in with Minstrel, and we catch 
up with someone else. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


They trashed it. That tavern that is - not the Time Gear or the gear 
gear Lucario took from the fire types. It was noon the next day as 
they arrived and the bartender was still cleaning up the place. 
Trashed bottles, the obligatory chairs on the ground, the works. 
Lining the floor like a bedsheet is a coagulated monstrosity of 
foodstuff and all those bounty posters. Nevermind bringing out the 
mop, someone ought to take an incinerator to this place. 


Vileplume is on the floor, fruitlessly scrubbing away what they can 
with a putrid black rag. The look on their face when they see two 
people walk in is pure terror. 


"Hey, can't you see we're cl-" 


"Yeah, it's obvious." Lucario adds a glob of spit to the mess. 
Vileplume glares at him. "Why are we here, M?" 


"For minstrel," Masters answers, "he's typically upstairs." 


With deliberate careful steps Masters navigates through swamp of 
tavern grime. Lucario follows in his footsteps until the two pokemon 
slop their way to high ground, up where the three guest rooms lie. 
Upstairs has been spared the worst of it, there's only the occasional 
broken bottle to worry about. Masters leads them to the third door, 
then knocks as hard as he can. 


"Minstrel!" The hatted typhlosion shouts. "Minstrel, | need you! You 
better not be sleeping on me again!" 


Yeah, they've probably done this before. Minstrel and Masters are 
best pals, he's just the new criminal tag along. After a good minute 
of pounding on the door, it seems their bird friend isn't going to 
answer. Masters sighs, then goes to knock again, but this time his 
hand sinks right through the thin door like it's water. It takes a 
moment of fumbling blindly but they eventually hear the tuning of a 
deadbolt. 


This, and the hole Lucario made in his face confirms it. Whatever 
weird breed of Typhlosion he is, Masters is part ghost. He should've 
guessed earlier. Masters pulls his hand out, then presses his lips, 
shushing them. 


He slowly creaks the door ajar and both pokemon step inside onto 
the carpeted interior. Thick blinds blot out the sun. From drums to 
wind pipes, a bevy of instruments are on display. There's even a 
half-finished painting of some cliffside, the paint's still out. And the 
magic music minstrel man who owns all these expensive toys is in 
the back, having made a nest of blankets on a bed that's way too big 
for a bird of his size. He's resting on his hat like a pillow, eyes shut, 
tucked in - oblivious to the pokemon currently standing in his home. 


"Close the door." Masters whispers. 


"Yeah, yeah. We gonna bag him or what, M?" Lucario shuts the 
door behind them. "What's your plan here?" 


"Bag him? We're not kidnappers." 


Master holds back a laugh as he approaches the slumbering bird. 
Looming over him like a purple sun he leans in close, puffs up his 
chest, and yells. 


"Morning Minstrel!" 


Blue and yellow feathers fly out as the Chatot flails around in bed, 
squawking, panicking until he finally realizes he's not about to be 
gutted. The ghost in front of him is very much real and very much 


not the threat he looks to be. 


"Masters! What?" Minstrel squawks, kicking his tiny legs off the edge 
of the normal-sized bed. "What are you-" 


He finally notices Lucario standing up against the door, waving at 
him. This seems to get him to wake up for real as he slides off onto 
his feet and slaps his hat on his little head. 


"Relic's Song, show a little mercy next time and let me sleep a little!" 
Are the closest thing to anger this bird can seemingly get. He turns 
his attention to the two, wings tucking in. "There's no sense moaning 
over it. I'm awake now. | see you've found yourself a new friend, 
haven't you?" 


Friend? Master looks over his shoulder, Lucario shrugs. 


"We're more work friends than friends." Masters turns back. "He and 
| are going to work on this gear case together. He needs money, | 
don't. He'll be taking the spoils in exchange for not leaving me out to 
dry. We agreed to have each other's backs." 


In other words, he's not gonna stab me in the back like those other 
guys are. Lucario's not exactly friends with him, they haven't gotten 
together on the best of terms, but they need each other if either of 
them is gonna get what they want. Criminals, explorers - whatever 
they're supposed to be they're both on the same page and that's 
more than either of them can ask for. He gets money, the ghost gets 
his gears. Both win. 


"Yeah, he's right." Lucario speaks from the door. "Now are we here 
to drink with the funny bird, or are we gonna get a move on 'M? 
Those gears don't find themselves, and | bet you the amount of 
people looking for them has tripled since last night." 


"We'll move in a minute." 


He pulls out the time gear from his garbs. It dangles from a leather 
noose, shining red like a darkened sun. The air inside of the room 

instantly changes. It feels colder, and the second Minstrel reaches 
for the pitch-black Time Gear Master yanks it away from him, 


keeping the gear close to his heart. 


"You really found a gear..." Minstrel looks over to Lucario. "Is this 
what you told me about?" 


"It's not the same one, | guess Time Gears just look this way." 
Lucario can't see it from this angle, the Typhlosion's blocking it. 
"Unless he's really good at hiding it from me, | don't think he got any 
powers from it either." 


"Powers?" Masters nearly spits. 


"Yeah, they give you powers. When | held it | could see a double of 
me, and when | used it | went back to where the double was and it'd 
go poof. It didn't matter, of course. Hal still got away with only to lose 
the damn thing. You didn't experience anything funny when you 
picked it up, right?” 


"Other than usual time foolery? No." Masters replies. 
"Weird." 


That's all Lucario has to say. "Weird" is right, he doesn't understand 
how these gears are supposed to work. Figuring out the rules, or 
why's are for pokemon much smarter than he is. Lucario is here for 
the money. Fancy powers be damned, if he can get enough money 
to make off his debt he'll be happy. Masters is the aforementioned 
smart pokemon, looking at the gear in his hand like it's a kind of 
mystical puzzle, probably asking a million questions about it. There's 
got to be rules to it, right? Lucario stopped caring about what they 
did the second Masters said the gears were all his. 


Masters tries to do something with it, brandishing it like it's a shield 
to no avail. He tries to thrust out his hand whilst holding it in the 
other, nothing. He gives up before he makes a bigger fool of himself, 
then offers minstrel a hand. 


"Give me your wing.” The Typhlosion says, leaning down to one 
knee. 


Minstrel obliges, and Masters takes it into both hands. As his breath 
steadies, so do his flames, both moving in rhythmic succession. 


"Are you trying to propose to him?" Lucario snorts. "I'm your partner 
in crime, I'm not your ring-" 


Masters shushes him, and the room becomes silent as kneels 
before the bard as if he were a king, so quiet they can hear the floor 
being swept underneath them. Minstrel's breath slows until he's as 
frozen as a corpse. A whole agonizing minute passes without him 
breathing. When it seems as though life itself was about to leave 
him Minstrel stands up, and begins to shout. 


His eyes are murky white. He holds onto his head as if it were ready 
to pop, and he shambles blindly through the instruments, knocking 
them over, reaching for air. Both pokemon stare in shock as he 
screams out. 


"Paper, P-Pen!" 


A psychic assault, a fit? There's no time to ask what's going on. 
Lucario scans the room for anything resembling pen and paper, and 
he locks eyes with a half-finished sketch on display. He runs 
forwards, grabbing a hold of Master's cold, icy hands and drags him 
over to the painting. Lucario dunks a brush into a paint can, then 
forces it into Master's hand. It's then, as if putting the brush in his 
hand were the final piece in a dungeon's trap, he begins to move 
like a machine - sketching without thought or wisdom. 


Masters swings the brush as though it were a sword. His mad 
slashes begin to form shapes. At first a farmhouse, then second 
what appears to be a river basin, and at last: a time gear. Wherever 
this was: it was at a winery. 


In his final moments Masters draws a pellet-like berry with several 
strands jutting off it, then lines the sky around the farmhouse with a 
shroud of dark birds. The brush slips out of his hand. Before he can 
come tumbling down Lucario catches him. 


"You're alright." Lucario says, watching the Typhlosion's eyes morph 
back to their normal reds. He looks back at Minstrel, who's about as 
shocked as he is. "Can | bring him downstairs?" 


"By all means, take that painting with you as well." Minstrel waves 


them off, trying to go back into his nest of blankets as if nothing's 
happened. "He'll be fine, just get him Persim if he needs it. And if 
Vileplume moans, just tell him it's for my friend." 


Lucario nods, lugging the half-conscious Typhlosion out of the room 
after cutting the drawing free from the rest of the painting. As they 
exit the fire type stumbles forward, lurching over the railing, gasping. 
He looks like he's about to spew out three days worth of dinner, but 
by a miracle, he holds it all in. He extends an open hand. 


"Paper - hand it over." 


Masters asks, and Lucario obliges. Taking the canvas into his hands 
he holds out the drawing in front of them, wiping drool from his 
mouth with his forearm. 


"The next gear we'll be looking for is at a of berry farm, | believe. | 
saw us both there, that's a good thing. We're gonna make it there." 
He points to the spiky thing he drew. "You know what kind of berry 
this is? | saw them all over the trees." 


"Forget about the trees, what happened to you? You went all crazy!" 
Masters is stone faced. 


"| bring you all the way here, you touch a dude's hand, and all of a 
sudden it's like you've had the worst bender of your life." Lucario 
adds a second glob to the floor below. "What, did he poison you? 
Are you psychic, what happened there? I'm all for playing along but 
if you're like this you're gonna get yourself put into an early grave." 


"I'm already a ghost, Lucario." Masters chuckles. "I'm not as 
intimidated by mortality as you are.' 


"We can discuss this kind of stuff once I'm drunk - but that's not what 
I'm worried about!" Lucario points to Minstrel's room. "You're gonna 
tell me what happened there. We can play coy all day but-" 


"My father was a Zoroark." 


Lucario blinks, it feels like a slap to his face. 


"A Zoroark? Aren't they those illusion guys?" 


"Yeah, he was ." The corner of Master's mouth twitches, he's trying 
not to smile. "He was the adventurous type, sort of like an explorer 
but he had family things so he couldn't be out there running 
dungeons. | used to go on trips with him to visit the Air Continent's 
elder, this mysterious Ninetails, and they taught me a few psychic 
tricks I've carried onto my second life." 


"| find it hard to ignore you're using 'was'." Lucario chimes in. "What 
happened to your daddy?" 


"Oh, we lost him in the incident. A star came falling down to the Air 
Continent one year, and only in the nick of time was it destroyed. It 
shattered into myriad pieces, searing only parts of the land in cosmic 
flame." Masters' breath is weirdly uneasy. "Father left the day it was 
set to fall, he went to get wine, and he never came back. He was 
just another-" 


He had been listening this entire time to his tall tales of falling stars 
and disastrous events. The second there's mention of wine, Lucario 
snaps out of it. The sly mutt! He elbows the fire-type. The noise 
Masters explodes into sounds like a high-pitched Mightyena. 


"Yeah, I'm sure he went to get Moo-moo Milk too." Lucario groans. 
"You gonna tell me the real story now?" 


"No, of course not!" A few more chuckles leave him. "| do have a 
sixth sense, and it is psychic. Perhaps once you graduate from work 
friend to friend friend \'ll let you in on a little." 


What he's saying is: his psychic abilities are a secret and he's not 
gonna tell him about it. For a pokemon who so openly admitted what 
his moves were mid-combat, it's odd of him to take such a hard 
stance on whatever happened there. He'll have to earn his trust one 
way or another. The secrets of this phantasmal explorer are locked 
until then. 


"Sure." Lucario skims over the Typhlosion with his eyes. "You don't 
look as hammered as you were earlier. Do you need Persim?" 


"No." 


Masters backs away from the railing, leading the way to the tavern 
floor where Vileplume has made no progress whatsoever. The floor 
is still as horrid as it was. Vileplume looks at them once again, trying 
not to lose their temper. They should totally just walk around them 
outside, but Lucario has an idea. 


"Flower boy." Lucario speaks from his palace off the ground. "How 
familiar are you with berries?" 


"Enough to run a tavern." They look up, a darkened rag in hand. "If 
it's a mysterious, unidentified berry, go mail it to the scholars. I'm 
sure they'd love to talk your ears off." 


"Well, it's one we're not familiar with. I'm not gonna go walking 
across the Dusk Continent to ask a stupid question." Lucario swipes 
the torn canvas, showing Vileplume the crude sketch of a spiny 
berry. "You know what this thing is?" 


They squint at it from a distance, humming with their tiny mouth 
agape. They look at their rainbow rack of wines, then back at the 
duo. 


"It's probably either Colbur or Spelon. If it's Spelon you're outta luck, 
you're only gonna find those crops in the Sand Continent, Colbur 
they grow near the tundra during the dark seasons. It's a tree which 
only fruits in the dead of night, it's a favorite of those weirdo Dark- 
Types.” Vileplume resumes their work, groaning. "If you're gonna 
make me get up and serve you, | swear to Winter's Winds I'll..." 


"Doesn't look like my thing anyways. I'll probably get one of those 
spikey bits stuck in my throat." Lucario replies, handing the drawing 
back. "You got anywhere you'd like to visit before we book it, 'M?" 


"Not really." Masters rolls up the canvass, tucking it next to the 
cages on his belt. "What with this 'M'? I've told you what to call me, 
it's Masters." 


"Calling you "Master" sounds weird. I'm not your pet Murkrow. The 
hat doesn't make the boss, you'd need a hundred more feathers to 


make you pass for a Honchkrow." Lucario carefully retreads across 
the tavern. "I ave a friend | need to stop into, after this we move 
north as fast as we can. We'll stop at Halfway Rock, stock up on 
goodies, and ask around about Colbur Wineries. Once one of those 
merchants up there squeals we can head straight to what we're 
looking for." 


"Squeal?" Masters asks, following Lucario over the grimy floor. 
"You're not gonna bully them are you?" 


"Not physically. I'll scare them every day of the week, actually 
beating the daylights out of one of those merchants is a bad idea." 
Lucario reaches the stairs leading outside, and grunts. "It's not a 
mistake I'm willing to make again." 


"Forty thousand?" Masters repeats, making it to the stairs. 


"Yeah." Lucario looks over. Vileplume doesn't seem to be listening 
in, 


they're much too busy trying to save their business. "You're not from 
here, are you?" 


"Nope, came quite a ways though." 
"Good for you then, I'll be your tour guide." 


Out in the market the sea air feels like paradise compared to the 
stuffy grime down below. All sorts of vendors from berry farmers, to 
bakeries, to seed peddlers crowd the market. It's tempting to swipe 
a quick treat rom one of the many sellers but he knows they'll find 
grub out on the road. He can go hungry for a few hours longer. 


What he's interested in is in the back, in the purple hut where he can 
see a few explorers leaving to and fro. Lucario leads the way 
through the crowd, wrinkling his nose at all the delicious smells until 
he makes the phantom's door flap to where incense blasts the duo. 


"They're really laying the incense on thick if | can smell it." Masters 
sticks his tongue out. "Are you here to get your cologne?" 


"Just to say hi to a friend, and we'll move on." Lucario swivels 


around. He doesn't miss a beat when he throws out his hand. "Give 
me the gear." 


"No." 
"Then you're coming in." 


Masters doesn't make a fuss, he just rolls his eyes and follows 
Lucario through the door flaps into the purple paradise of rare Orbs. 
A glittering array of trinkets surrounds them, shining brightly in the 
lantern light overhead. The Orb Peddler is delighted to see him, not 
so much this stranger. She doesn't have her weird smile on, it's 
more of a business woman's gaze. 


"Lucario, pleased to see you back." She motions to the fire-type. "I 
see you've made a new acquaintance." 


"Masters." he answers, turning his attention to the dozens of orbs 
surrounding them. "You've got a fancy collection here, do you supply 
the local guilds?" 


"Of course | do." The merchant chuckles, turning her full attention 
back to Lucario. "Your friend does not seem of these lands, and I'll 
say, | have not seen a Typhlosion such as him. Where did you come 
across such a peculiar fellow?" 


"Outside the bar, we ran right into each other. He found the gear you 
pointed to before | did." Lucario speaks. "There was a fight over it, 
he won, and so he got to keep it. | came here to let you know I've 
got a buddy, that | haven't forgotten about what | owe you either." 


The phantom pauses. She strokes her chin with a silk like 
appendage, eyeing the Typhlosion pretending to admire her 
collection. Suddenly, he sees her eyes narrow as if she's seen 
something he did not, and a jovial laugh slips from her w-shaped 
mouth. 


"I see. It is your friend's choice if he wants to surrender the gear or 
not." Her eyes remained trained on Masters like a beast's. "Your 
friend wears it close to his breast, | think it would sooner part with 
his un-life than let me lay a finger on it." 


"You've hit the nail, miss." Typhlosion glances back. "Are you 
planning to get the bounty?" 


"Why would | ever?" As the Phantom finally smiles, her fangs glint 
like sharpened daggers. "They are of great interest to me; great 
interest to everyone. I'll tell you more when next we meet, Masters." 


She looks back to Lucario. 


" And please, do return with a gear next time. | could wait for an 
eternity; though even my patience has its limit." 


Lucario nods. 


"Sure, boss." 


She can feel the cold biting at her scales as she drags herself 
through the swampwater, trying to hold onto those flashes of 
consciousness in a pitiful attempt to drag herself back home. 
Halcion had put herself into this mess, this was her doing. That thing 
was not of this world. She made the mistake of challenging it, and 
it's a mistake she'd make a hundred times over. 


The freezing water was the only thing keeping her from falling into 
another wretched nightmare, but soon, and very slowly, she can feel 
the grip of unconsciousness take hold. But she'll persevere, she'll 
make it back to the tavern; warn everyone about this outsider 
causing whole towns to vanish. 


If she can warn everyone, then her stupid mistake wouldn't be for 
vain. 


She crawls out onto the muddy path, flopping out of the waters like a 
pathetic fish. Just a second to breathe, she reminds herself, just a 
second and she can keep on moving. 


Just a... 


"You've seen better days, haven't you?" 


A voice calls out to her, shaking her awake. Mienshao? No, it's 
someone she's never heard nor seen before. He's almost as tall as 
a tree, as slender as a pole. The pink and blue water-type 
approaches her with intent, leaning down. He pats down her 
belongings. 


"Who are you?" She squeaks out. A finger covers her mouth. 


"Do not waste your energy, Halcion." The Inteleon grabs hold of her 
arm. She can feel the wound sting in response. "I will get you safely 
back to the tavern, then you'll give me what | want in return, are we 
clear?" 


She nods. 


"The grass-type was wise enough to tell me, had he fussed for a 
minute sooner | would've found you face-down in the water." 


A stream of water runs up to his fingertips to form a dense bubble of 
fluid. He runs it down her neck, scratching her flesh with his tiny 
black claws and leaving behind gills in their wake. She's been turned 
into a water-type. And the water which was threatening to send her 
to a frigid grave now feels as gentle as an autumn breeze. 


Thanks, she wants to say. Halcion doesn't have the strength to 
speak. She grips Inteleon's hand as she's dragged off, floating over 
the swamps, spiraling into a cold abyss. 


Cold. 


A horrible ringing in her ears shakes Halcion awake. The scarf she's 
wearing flails around, making awful bell-like sounds until she finally 
strangles it into submission. 


She's back in reality thanks to the band Minstrel's given her. She's in 
her guild, on the cold stone floor of her dorm room. She must've 
collapsed the second she got inside, how pathetic. Whatever the 
outsider did to her, it's gonna stick, and there's nothing short of this 
magical scarf she can do about it. 


Why did she come to her dorm again? If she had wanted to warn 
them about who put her under, she should've ran straight to 


Lunatone .Instead she's all alone in her bedroom. The three hay 
beds are messy and unoccupied, everything appears as it was when 
she left that fortunate night three or more weeks ago. The guild has 
been going fine without her. 


The question still remains. Why was Halcion here? She obviously 
wants to catch up with the guild, with Lunatone, with Magcargo. But 
why her dormitories in particular, why did she want to go here than 
anywhere else in the guild? She could be scarfing her face full of 
berries upstairs, yet instead she chose this place. What's so special 
about this room? 


There's a knock on the door, then it opens. It's Mienshao. 
"Halcion? What are you doing here?" 


She sprints into the room, ready to scoop Halcion off the floor when 
she stops her. 


"Chesto, do you h-" 


Mienshao doesn't even let her finish her sentence as she hurries to 
her dresser, pulling out cupboard after cupboard until she finds the 
familiar navy-blue berry and throws it over to her. Halcion catches it, 
chomping clean into its hard shell. She swallows a chunk. 


"Thanks." Halcion speaks, falling straight onto her back. "It'll Keep 
me awake for a minute, sorry for intruding.” 


"It's your home, Hal.." Mienshao manages to laugh. "I was worried a 
rookie accidentally wore a Racket Band to sleep, | couldn't imagine 
it was you." 


"Racket Band?" Halcion squirms her way to the hay bed, doffing the 
yellow scarf in the process. It's adorned with a pattern of bells, 
hence the cacophony which woke her. "| woke up with it earlier, I'm 
gonna guess Minstrel gave it to me. Kept me from falling into the 
river earlier." 


"I'm sure it has its uses." The fighting-type sighs. "You're going to 
wake up the guild wearing that around." 


"They can whine all they want." Halcion groans. "I don't have the 
energy to care or argue with them. If you don't like the noise then 
you better have ten thousand poke's worth of Chesto Wine." 


Going from a bar to her very own bed was much better, at least here 
she wasn't burning a hole in Mienshao's pocket. The guild will help 
her, and if they don't, then the Guildmaster's gonna catch a mean 
earful from her. 


"They'll help you, Hal. But it's not loud noises or angry recruits I'm 
worried about." She approaches, standing by her. "I need your help. 


"I'm not of much help like this, Mienshao." Halcion groans, grabbing 
a blanket from her hay bed, and coiling up into a roll. "Drag one of 
the new guys with you." 


"This is important, Hal." 
"More important than the thing that's out there?” Halcion growls. 
"What thing?" 


"This thing that's making whole towns disappear, the thing which did 
this!" Halcion shoots upright, pointing at the blemish on her 
shoulder's scales. "Soon as this thing stops bugging me I'm gonna 
hunt that thing down and | won't come back till It's brought to 
justice!" 


The anger inside of her burns hotter than the sun, hotter than those 
horrible dreams are cold. She's furious, determined. She's gonna 
get that creature, put them down for everyone's sake. 


"Halcion?" Mienshao sounds worried. As she leans in closer, 
Halcion curls back up. 


"You gotta question? Save it for later." Halcion points at the door. 
"Now get out of here, | need a nap after what I've been through." 


She's not gonna leave, her fussing is futile. Mienshao moves 
towards the cabinets, she can hear her digging for gear. 


"I'm trying to find someone Hal." Mienshao sighs. "I can't do it alone, 


| can't ask the guild for help. I've been waiting to ask you this 
forever." 


"Tell me who you're looking for, tell me the mission, Mienshao." 
Halcion groans in defeat. "If | have to sit here for the next month 
alone I'm gonna worry sick." 


"It's not a bounty, it's not a lost Pokemon, Hal. There's a reason why 
| can't ask the guild for help." 


There's a pause. Halcion looks over her shoulder to see Mienshao, 
a look of dread frozen in her eyes. The air feels dense. 


"It's a hit job." 


Mienshao 


// Actually was gonna be two separate chapters and longer, felt it 
better to be concise these days. Had fun writing how Soak works. 


27 - Halfway Rock 


Chapter 27: 27 - Halfway Rock 


Masters and Lucario do a little snooping before the long road ahead. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


Not too crunchy, or not too soft - wurmple carapace had some of the 
best crunch there is. Lucario sniffs the air. The wurmple boiling up in 
the pot already smelled delicious. Masters sneaks the occasional 
peak of the feral boiling alive as he looks at the moss-covered 
landscape. He's trying to look disinterested. 


"Hey, got any good berries?" Lucario asks Masters, who flinches. 
"Sour or Spicy stuff?" 


Masters reaches into a pouch on his bandolier and brings out a 
lumpy looking berry. Off yellow, with speckles of orange, the berry 
looks like a fist-sized wart. Masters throws, Lucario catches. It feels 
like mush. 


"lapapa, packs a punch." Masters explains. "Save me half." 


Now there's a name he recognizes. lapapa brews are synonymous 
with stupid bets, and faces scrunching up like prunes. It's not only 
strong, it's killer. Certain palettes can't even handle it without their 
noggins getting scrambled. Surely he couldn't be bringing them with 
him for their limited healing properties, it's cheaper and less 
dangerous to guzzle Oran Wine mid dungeon. 


While he'd rather have anything else he's not gonna moan about a 
free berry. He cuts it into two chunky halves with the spike on the 
back of his palm, squeezing out the juices onto the bright red 


wurmple and gives Masters his half. Master immediately kicks his 
head back and squeezes all the juice into his mouth like gunning a 
shot. He licks his lips like he didn't just eat one of the most sour 
berries in the world, then throws the husk away. Rather than ask 
questions about it Lucario finishes cooking, lobbing the steamy 
wurmple onto a stone. 


He pulls out the feelers, gets all the rough bits away, the horns - the 
works. Before he takes a bite into the juicy carapace Lucario lobs off 
a piece. 


"Try it." Lucario holds the chunk out. "This is better than what you 
can usually get in towns." 


"No thanks. I'm not much of a meat eater." Masters sighs. "There's a 
reason why we don't sell meat in-" 


Lucario dangles it in front of him. Masters begrudgingly takes the 
piece then bites into the meat with a satisfying crunch. The look on 
the Typhlosion's face isn't negative. 


Lucario's already digging in, not bothering to savor it. Is it good? Of 
course it is, because he's cooked it. 


"The move you got me with." Masters speaks in between slow bites. 
"That was an Aura Sphere, right?" 


"| don't know of any other ball shaped projectile lucario have which 
don't do anything to ghosts." Lucario answers drly. "Try being more 
specific, maybe we can narrow it down." 


"Alright, assume | know nothing and tell me how your move works. | 
did tell you about my Infernal Parade so consider it a trade." 


Or an extortion. He didn't ask for Masters to spill his secrets. 


"For starters: Aura Sphere has rules. For it to do its thing | need to 
make it, then it needs me to read a guy's aura - which could take 
forever depending on a bunch of other rules and after it's thrown it'll 
only follow the sucker if they're in sight of me. It won't work 
otherwise. It's picky." 


"Picky" is a great way of summarizing how aura has weird rules, 
everything has rules. Lucario spits out a bone. 


"You'd be surprised how a lot of things have rules when you don't 
expect it, even criminals." He sighs. "I'm the idiot who thought 
otherwise. My job was trash." 


"Given all the steps you had to follow, it's impressive how close you 
had me" Masters says, trying to cheer him up. "I had the advantage 
over you, and you still went in. | wanna know how you-" 


There's a rustle in the bushes behind them. Bits of wurmple meat fall 
onto the ground as he spins up an Aura Sphere. They wait, and then 
a lost Wurmple pokes its ugly head out of the bushes. The vacant 
look in its eyes are those of a feral. Seeing the opportunity, Lucario 
glances at Masters. 


"Do you mind if I...?" Lucario speaks. 


"Go for it!" Masters says with an eager grin. "Just don't take the 
thing's life. You already had your meat." 


"I'm not aiming for the wurmple." 


A deep breath, a closing of the eyes. After a moment of 
concentration he begins to see a flicker of aura within the 
Typhliosion. It's colorless like glass, empty looking. He was 
expecting a more flame-like appearance... more vibrant. 


Aura Sphere's bright glow reflects in the feral's gaze. Lucario gets a 
feel for the projectile spinning in his pal then lets it loose. It hits the 
wurmple right between those ogling eyes, practically drilling into its 
nose before it slides off. Other than being scared for its life, the 
Wurmple is fine. So is the Sphere as it spins harmlessly in the air. 


And the instant Lucario turns to face Masters it flies straight toward 
him with nary any time for him to react - going right through his 
chest, leaving behind a comical hole as it disperses out his back. 
Masters hides the gaping hole with a hand. 


"| get it now!" When Masters folds his arms the hole's gone, "So it's 
sort of like my trick isn't it? Are you afraid I'm going to say you 


copied me?" 


"No. | feel like yours is better, it didn't seem like you had to spend a 
minute staring at me to get your parade-thing working." Lucario 
kicks the pot, quenching the coals in steaming hot water. "It speaks 
for itself." 


"Everything's got its use." Masters assures him, looking over at the 
pit. "Are you gonna give those nice merchants back their pot?" 


"Nah, I'm not walking all the way back. It's already afternoon and I'd 
like for us to get to Halfway Rock while the merchants are still 
there." 


And preferably not when all his former coworkers are flying. 


If the troubles the Hollow Dreams Tavern had experienced were any 
indication of how this Continent's gonna be like, every settlement or 
hobble in the ground is gonna be flooded by leagues of adventurers. 
And Halfway Rock - the big trade stop smack in the centre of the 
Dusk Continent - is no exception. 


In reality, the town doesn't compare toThe Tavern in Calico. The 
sandy streets are clean, the adventurers weren't drunk. There's just 
a lot of pokemon here, more so than there ever will be. The people 
cramming the streets are wearing the badges, gaudy scarves and 
cowls of explorers. 


Dusk is to be approaching soon, giving them an hour or two of 
wandering in the rock's shadow looking for answers. The rows upon 
rows of merchant tents are this place's streets, and travelers flow 
through them like a river. A smirk from an Aggron, a wave from a 
purple Kecleon peddling wares, no one here gives them much more 
than passing acknowledgement. Their stupid clothes are good for 
something, they blend right in like birds in a flock. More importantly, 
they hide their gear. 


There's no telling what explorer one thousand and one's gonna do 
when they see the gear around his neck. Protecting them is the 


ripped up hood Masters wears as a cloak. He almost wishes this 
dump were a guild town, at least then someone might be too scared 
to shoot first. He feels as if he's being watched, knowing there's 
hundreds of murkrow around isn't helping. 


"Hey, listen to me 'M." Lucario grabs his attention as a Kangaskan 
hobbles past, dragging a cart of cupboards by her shoulders. "! don't 
want to be around when night hits, so split up, ask around, get what 
we need to be done on our own. Don't show anyone or admit you've 
got the thing on you." 


The Typhlosion glances at his surroundings. There's a tent nearby 
with all sorts of fabrics on display and several peculiar looking dolls 
for sale. It sticks up. 


"This place seems good to meet up." Masters says, holding out a 
hand. "Now fork up your coin, I'll get us the essentials - you worry 
about the information." 


"Did you break the bank?" Lucario snorts. "That hat of yours can't be 
cheap." 


"It was a gift, and getting to the Dusk Continent isn't free." 
Lucario surrenders his coins. It feels like swallowing medicine. 


"Do | have to tell you to not spend it all in one place?" Lucario 
snarls. 


"The thought hadn't crossed my mind till now!" Masters twists the 
knife by jingling the purse. "Just getting the essentials, Lucario. I'll 
be back here before you know it." 


With a cute little wave, and a swish, Masters wanders off into the 
crowd. The sound of bouncing coins loses itself to the cacophony of 
a bustling market. He can pout about the lost money later, where 
was he going to start? 


Knocking on the front doors to the 'Krows isn't going to go well. 
They'll know who he is, either squawk him away or worse. The 
town's indie board might be a good place to loiter in case any gear 
hunters come strolling through. What they're looking for is a winery; 


getting those types of backwater folk to talk is all too easy, it's just 
very, very time consuming. 


Everywhere had the usual: Oran, Pecha, and the occasional Sitrus 
Wines. If there were sellers from the north they were selling for 
Aspear to the idiots who don't realize just how cold it is up there. No 
one's selling Colbur, no one knows where they grow the stuff unless 
they're from the north. What do they even use Colbur for? 


"Big Bear." Lucario points at the Beartic running an ice-cold brewing 
tent. "What's special about Colour? Who eats that kind of stuff?" 


"Northern fellows, psychic fellows." Beartic chills a tankard with his 
breath, and takes a swig. "Say if you ever made a Murkrow mad or 
something hit you with a dark move, Colbur will hit the spot." 


"It's just overpriced Oran for ghosts and psychics?" 


"Sheesh, if you wanna Say it that way... did someone spit in your 
Colbur Wine?" 


"No, idiot. Steel types can't be-" Lucario grumbles. "Does anyone 
around here sell this? Can | just get told where to buy it?" 


"| don't know anyone." Beartic answers. "For sure they sell it at 
Lapis Town, you might be able to get a bottle from a psychic. 
There's plenty of those people who come through." 


Oh great, more running back to back between psychic people. 
Forgive him for thinking his new job didn't involve being an errand 
boy again. Can't get a straight answer, can't get a simple "oh it's 
over there." If he had just taken a bottle off of Vileplume's shelves he 
wouldn't be running all over the place. Should he find one, he might 
start drinking on the spot. 


"Like who?" Lucario gestures at the crowded road. "Can you point 
me anywhere?" 


"Sure can do, there is this funny looking bird who was down the road 
yesterday. His tent's still up." Beartic holds an empty tankard behind 
him, and a smaller ice bear snatches it away from him. "He sounded 
drunk but you can never tell with those enlightened types. Maybe 


you can ask him for a drink when he's back?" 


Sure! Just wait around some, give those Murkrow a chance to start 
following him everywhere. It's not happening. He would rather be 
caught red handed barging into this psychic's abode. 


"It's worth a shot." Lucario backs away, waving. "Be seeing you." 


He doesn't need to ask what tent. Finding this place is as easy as 
watching all the merchants flick their lanterns on except for this 
rectangular one near the back of the street. Near to halfway rock's 
many "entrances" this empty tent sits in a quiet nook. When he gets 
there, he looks through the door flap and it's like peeking into the 
abyss. The fabric was dense enough to blot out any sort of sunlight, 
and makeshift walls pin it to the floor, making sure there's no seam 
or crack whatsoever for a glint to leak through. 


This place reeks. Someone's been burning a bunch of cheap 
incense in here, and some of it's still lit, burning away on a table. 
Right next to it was what Lucario was looking for: a half empty bottle 
of purple wine. He enters through the door, reaches out for the bottle 
and sees not only his reflection - but someone else. 


He swings around to see this thing behind him: a Lizard so slender 
and tall their tail wraps around the tent. They point between his 
eyes; blue glow on their fingertips. Lucario freezes in place. 


"Are you alone?" The lizard asks. 


"And if | were, would you put me down?" Lucario blinks. "Do it or 
don't. If I'm stealing from people's tents, then | obviously don't have 
any money to cough up to you or those talking magnets." 


There's a second of hesitation, a twinge in the lizard's arm. He 
lowers his proverbial weapon, keeping the move ready out of sight. 


"Then let's not dawdle, Lucario." He says his species name as if 
they're somehow friends. "What did you see in Pyrite Passage, 
hmm?" 


Lucario twitches. Pyrite Passage, where he found the gear? He best 
not be shot for a gear he doesn't even have. 


"What about Pyrite passage?" 


"It's where we met. You may not be familiar with me, but you should 
be familiar with my marksmanship." The lizard holds up his hand. A 
stream of energy flows around his fingertip. "Care for a 
demonstration?" 


It's the guy, the mystery archer. How did he find him? 


"I'll pass. You already demonstrated plenty when you tried to put me 
down." Lucario snarls. "What was that all about?" 


"What do you think | was looking for?" 


"Yeah, the gear thing, | know. It's been all the rage lately." 
Recounting the story is like running his nails on a chalkboard. "It got 
to the bottom of the dungeon, time was weird there, things had no 
color. The gear gave me a fancy ability which didn't matter because 
the big dumb lizard you saw still beat me. She stole it and lost it 
before | could rob her back. Now I'm broke." 


"lam afraid to tell you whoever has your gear made a town 
disappear, and that I'm aware of Halcion and most of your story." 


“Then what more do you want?" Lucario shakes the bottle. "A 
drink?" 


"Nothing of that sort." The Inteleon smiles politely, shaking his head. 
"| wish to know if anything strange happened immediately upon 
taking the gear." 


"| mean the gear is weird, | don't know what else can be more weird 
than a floating thingamajig." Lucario raises an eyebrow. "You 
wouldn't have hunted me down if it wasn't crazy, what happened?" 


"Pyrite Passage doesn't exist anymore, there is no dungeon. It's 
become a hole in the ground for visitors to take chunks of shiny ore." 
Then Inteleon puts his other hand to his chin. "This is a strange 
occurrence on its own. After Halcion left with the gear, an explorer 
went searching for the place for treasure. What he found wasn't a 
dungeon, they found the outside littered with the bodies of ferals." 


"Out of the dozens strewn outside of the cave, only two were 
unconscious, the rest were never to wake up again. There were no 
wounds on any of the ferals, It's as if everyone in the dungeon 
ceased to be. | wanted to know if you were aware of this." 


A shiver, a cold, glacial feeling that makes his throat dry up. Any 
feelings of guilt or responsibility he washes down with a quick sip of 
the colbur berry, flooding his senses with a soury overpowering 
taste. There's no way he could have known. 


"No..." Lucario pauses. "Thanks for giving me something to think 
about, lizard man." 


"It's Louisa." 
"Lucario." 


"Very well, not everyone has a name.." Louisa performs a short 
curtsy. "| do not know what to make of this revelation myself, should 
you stumble onto another in a dungeon - do pause before you take 
it.” 


"And what about you? If you hunted down Hal then you're obviously 
looking for Gears." 


Lucario's tone swerves around, as if a sip of liquor was all he needs 
to turn the thinking part of his mind on. 


"| went in there not knowing what those things were. | wouldn't have 
gone in if you, mystery sniper, weren't trying to keep me from getting 
what was down there." Lucario steps closer. "You knew about those 
gears before this bounty was ever a thought in the boss' mind. 
What's your plan? Why do you want them?" 


The Inteleon pauses then smiles. Louisa's look is one of pride and 
responsibility. 


"We both know these gears possess wondrous abilities. All of them 
are part of one bigger mechanism. Whoever happens to have these 
gears could do as they please with this power. My goal is to keep 
them out of the hands of those who may abuse them." 


A noble goal, a sensible goal, it makes sense. Louisa lifts open the 
door with his overly long tail as he slithers, his footsteps vanishing 
into the crowded streets. Given what he expects of the man who 
tried to gun him down, things went smoothly. He still has his skin, 
he's got the bottle. He needs to get out before another gear hunter 
catches him unawares. 


He's not even gonna try busting open the combee hive which is 
whatever happened to Pyrite Passage. As soon as he thinks it's 
Clear, he's out. 


Moments later, he sees the purple fire sticking out the crowd. 
Masters is at their meeting spot, staring at the collection of dolls as 
the flaaffy merchant watches with bated breath. Masters waves as 
he hears Lucario racing up to him. 


"M, we gotta get going! Someone's..." Lucario stumbles on his 
words. "D-Did you get what you need?" 


"Yeah, yeah, | got half of what | need." Masters dismisses him, the 
dolls have his full attention. "We're gonna need one of these if we're 
gonna be travelling, Lucario. Give me a moment!" 


Strewn across the table are dolls of similar shape but wildly varying 
sizes. They're all vague shapes - little effigies of either a 
kangaskhan or rhyhorn - a basic horned creature commonly used by 
people when they can't draw anything else. It's a sort of everyman 
thing. Their eyes are shut in this kind of sleepy smile, and the fabric 
does not look cheap.. He's not one for playing with dolls because 
he's a: not a child, b: financially prudent. They don't have the money 
for novelties. 


His purse is dangling by Master's belt. As Lucario goes to grab it, 
Masters sidesteps him with grace. 


"We can't be buying toys, 'M. We're not hatchlings!" Lucario 
bemoans. "Don't tell me you've been standing here while I've been 
wandering around like a dunce." 


"Oh, | just gave someone the - ahem." Masters turns up his voice by 
three notches. "/'m clueless tourist going up to the cool cold lands, 


can you show me the coooool places up there mister~ " 


"And a nice guy gave me a map to check out some places." The 
Typhlosion holds back a laugh, only he finds that squeaky voice 
funny. "It saved me so much time and money, you wouldn't believe." 


"Now you're spending all the money you saved - my money - on 
stupid dolls." Lucario looks past the table. The pink sheep wearing a 
knit hat and scarf smiles back. "You there, lady. What's so special 
about these dolls?" 


"| make them with electrified wool." She chuckles. "Should you ever 
need a light, you can stick a little copper needle into it and it'll glow! 
It's my own personal touch." 


She picks one up, this horned green fellow. Flaaffy drives a 
spearlike needle through its side.. After a short second or two, the 
wiry looking head of the needle lights up - somehow not burning the 
soft little thing. It's unique, he'll give her that. 


"Although most explorers just buy them to dupe ferals." She sighs. 
"Those dungeon creatures aren't the smartest, they tear those dolls 
up without a care in the world. It makes me wanna cry." 


The lady snivels, it's impossible to tell whether it's a show or not. 
Masters is nonetheless engaged, he's sucking this up. Maybe on 
purpose.. 


"Ah, don't you cry! | wouldn't think in a hundred years of throwing my 
little guy to the ferals." Masters' smile is warm and joyful. "You said 
you can make clothes for these guys too,” he gestures at Lucario, 
"got any blues? He's gonna be buying one too!" 


"No, |-" 


Masters swipes the one with the copper stuck into it, stuffing it into 
Lucario's hands. Its stitched little smile feels like it knows what it's 
doing, this little olive jerk's mocking him. Lucario wants to pop its 
wooly head off. 


"And this one's for me." Masters says. The one he takes is a bit 
bigger, it has a blue back instead of olive. He gives it a friendly 


squeeze, then drops the whole sack of gold onto the table. 


"There you go, take all of it! | might even come back for some 
clothes once | figure out what to name this little guy!" 


Nevermind strangling the stupid plush, he wants to ram his first 
through Masters for this. Even if a punch is gonna do nothing to the 
ghost, seeing a hole in his face will make him feel a lot better about 
the money he just wasted on these frivolous toys. 


"Oh, that would be delightful." Flaaffy giggles. "Tally ho, misters! 


Masters waves back. Stepping away from the shop he hands 
Lucario a rolled up map. Although still squeezing the doll like a long 
lost sibling, his demeanor changes as they begin heading out of 
town. 


"You know where to go?" Masters asks. 
Lucario flashes him the bottle, and the Typhlosion nods. 


Map, bottle, and these stupid dolls in hand - the two explorers exit 
the shadow of Halfway Rock. As dusk settles upon the lands the 
crowd slowly thins. The hundred wings and caws of Murkrow 
overhead signal their leave, and the beginning of a long night ahead. 


The world above the merchants was as busy as below. The post 
office is crowded with murkrow grabbing their packs, preparing for 
the long flight or several flights ahead. A whole continent's worth of 
mail gets sorted on the daily, Murkrows have to be scheduled 
around, some orders requiring three or four birds at once to carry all 
the goods. It's almost too much work for their murder to handle. It's 
up to the organizers, the bosses, to make sure this fragile system of 
night fliers doesn't crack under pressure. 


And so far, even during this influx brought on by the bounty, 
Murkrow Mail has been pulling it through. Thanks to the help of its 
co-owner, Honchkrow, it'll survive this front. 


But even he's getting tired of this. There has to be a better way to 


live. Seeing those Krows tire themselves out working night by night 
flying to and fro is as tiresome to watch as it is to organize. He's 
thought of a bevy of solutions, perhaps buying a Chesto Winery to 
make sure no one falls asleep mid-flight, maybe giving them better 
pay. All of them require something he doesn't have: money. 


Someone very close to Honchkrow does. 


As soon as it's in the clear and the first wave of mail pokemon are, 
Honchkrow drags out boxes upon boxes of recent mail, soewing 
them all over a desk. His 'Krows begin to work, opening them up, 
scanning for any signs of strange artifacts, then sealing them with 
parchments and stamps as if nothing's happened. No one in the last 
few weeks has been the wiser, not even his boss. 


As they begin to work squawking, sending papers flying, a tired pair 
of wings enters the offices. A murkrow, identical to the hundreds of 
others, falls next to the table. An empty flask of Aspear dangles 
around his throat as he catches his breath on the floor. 


Honchkrow peers over the desk, a stack of opened mail in his wings 
"You okay, son?" 


The Murkrow smiles and opens up his clenched talons. In itis a 
peculiar, purple berry. 


"| know where it is, Boss." 


// Straight up could not think of any other chapter title, rip. Hit my 
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28 - Boss 


Chapter 28: 28 - Boss 


Lucario and Masters reach the second gear. They're not alone. 


Dark dark hickory doors creak open with a nudge of Honchkrow's 
wing. An overwhelming scent of cinnamon and pine quills covers the 
mildew of ancient artifacts and books stacked to the concave ceiling. 
A fireplace with a decorative mantle depicting two spindly dragon- 
type roars through the night, the heat travelling upwards into the 
dorms of slumbering mailmen. There are two chairs resting by the 
flame, one dragon-type sized, the other smaller. 


To his right was the actual office of this "office", a big desk for 
organizing papers, signing off important things, and just looking 
intimidating to sit behind. The wine rack behind it was full of 
expensive-looking red liquor, but the real prizes were off to 
Honchkrow's left. Artifacts - tokens of bygone ages - stand on 
various glass pillars. Smack in the middle of this henge of glass was 
this museum's crown jewel: five broken pieces of a wavy blue 
terracotta. 


Why this mundane pottery needs a Luminous Orb chandelier shining 
on it is a question for pokemon with money, like his boss. Standing 
near a window with a wine glass in her wing claws, a well-dressed 
beast of a Noivern watches the sunset through a foot of tinted glass. 
She sips wine slowly, careful not to splash all over the cravat and 
black gold garments she's wearing. Her giant ears flick as 
Honchkrow shuts the door behind him. 


She obviously knows he's here yet she's standing there. Is she 
expecting him to say something, interrupt her brooding - whatever 
she was doing? It takes Honchkrow a moment to work up the 


courage to clear his throat. 
"Boss?" 
"Shhh." 


She takes a second sip from her glass, and turns away from the 
window. The look in her yellow eyes is only slightly unnerving. Her 
mouth is stained red with wine. 


"| thought | could get a moment to myself. At least you have the 
courtesy to knock, your counterpart behaves as though he owns this 
place. That ruffian Bisharp." She moves towards the centerpiece, 
then beckons him.. "Come over, let me show you something." 


Getting closer to the pieces of terracotta didn't make it look more 
interesting. He did get to see these little podiums each of them were 
on, which is... sorta interesting. Honchkrow eyes the pieces with a 
blank stare. 


"Do you know what The Sea is?" She remarks, gesturing at the blue 
shards with her glass hand. They look damp in the Orb-Chandelier 
light. 


Honchkrow raises an eyebrow. 


"I've read it in letters. | know the Sea isn't a sea in the sense it's a 
body of water.." He answers. "No one in my family travels by water. | 
try not to concern myself with it.” 


"Personally it fascinates me. It's connected to dungeons, I'll let you 
know that much. Too many good men have lost their minds 
dedicating their life to finding its secrets." She finishes her glass, 
pausing. "I try not to be too curious, if you know what | mean." 


He's been alive too long to not have known about The Sea. It's been 
a thing, it's been around long enough for people like him to just learn 
to live with its existence. It's something so vast, so all- 
encompassing. He couldn't even begin to understand what it was. 


It's a simple fairytale, Honchkrow reminds himself, maybe there's a 
great beast in the waters? Nothing can be worth waking it up. 


"| Know what you mean." He flatly states. 


"You have your head in the right place, Honchkrow. No one has any 
idea of how it formed, no one understands The Sea. There's 
theories, of course." The winged historian smiles at the shards. 
"What you're looking at is mine. The pieces of clay plate belonged to 
something with control over water, it doesn't make the person who 
wields it all powerful - nothing like that, it just manipulates water. 
And it's been broken for a very long time." 


"Where did you find it?" He entertains her. 


"There was once a place called Destiny Tower, which is supposedly 
one of the most anomalous dungeons we have ever known of. In its 
ruins, a team of explorers found these shards which can create 
water and manipulate it. It was found to have been part of a bigger 
piece." 


She holds back a laugh. 


"They'd later found out the person who found these shards was 
intimidating other weaker pokemon into running through the 
dungeon for him. He had a clean cut path on the bodies of those 
poor souls to all the goodies lying in the ruins. He was later arrested, 
and his ill-gotten gains were put on auction. | won them, and they're 
forever mine." 


Her laughter and pride slowly fades away. She sighs dramatically. 


"So many people go through the same old dungeons day by day, 
hoping to unearth old coins or find a long forgotten stash. | wonder 
how much better we'd be if people cared more about the history of 
these places than their worth in coins. Good grief, | feel old." 


Honchkrow is one of those pokemon she laments; a pokemon only 
interested in coin treasure brings, not a care for its historical 
relevance or what mystical powers it may have. The Krow's greed is 
not without reason. 


"Is this the reason why half of your office is a Museum?" he asks. 


"Yes indeed! | need somewhere to store all these mystical artifacts 


before using their godlike powers to take over the world!" 
She doesn't miss a second, she laughs at her own jest. 


"No, I'm just the rich head of a mailing family who likes her long lost 
lore. It doesn't make me a power crazy madwoman." She flashes 
her shiny fangs, red wine still dripping from them. "It's a hobby. Not 
like those Scholars have the money to afford this." 


Her tail swooshes behind her as she sits herself down on a large 
seat, warming herself by the fire. Honchkrow finally sits down. 


"Now before we get to business talk, | have to thank you for 
discovering the Time Gears here. I've always thought there was 
some equivalent here on the Dusk Continent, and thankfully, taking 
them hasn't caused anything other than a Dungeon to go poof." 


"You don't have me to thank, Boss. My family found it. A brave 
young krow got there in the nick of time, got shot out of the sky and 
watched a Haxorus leave with it." Honchkrow inhales deeply. "I 
would've had them shadow her if she weren't wearing a badge, but | 
was more concerned with my boy's health." 


"What about your Lucario?" she asks. "Wasn't he going to Pyrite 
Passage with your Krows?" 


"No, | had him do some off the page work. The kind we don't talk 
about. Somebody, who may or may not have explorer affiliations, 
was gonna sell us stolen products for cheap. Bisharp had his pawns 
help with the break in part, Lucario was supposed to pick up the 
package." Honchkrow looks back at the wine rack. "Considering 
we're not all sipping Enigma Wine you can assume how well that 
went." 


He'll be rotting inside a bastille, where men who treat their family like 
disposable tools belong. And the badge is going to keep curious 
eyes well away from his Krows. The little riolu from the Sundown 
Guild sure delivered. 


"It won't come to bite us, right?" 


"Of course not, | have assured it won't." 


She takes one big sip from her glass, then clacks it down on a table. 


"| don't say favorites because pitting my two agents against 
eachother is a bad idea, but the way you treat my interests and your 
murder's safety with the same importance is why | keep you on your 
job." The Noivern holds her wings together, folding her claws over 
each other. "I'm sure you're not here just to brag. C'mon and tell me 
what you need." 


His feathers plume up in anticipation. Here goes. 


"| need land, a berry estate. That's what | want. Partial ownership of 
a Chesto Winery or any means to get large shipments of Chesto at a 
significant discount would make the lives of my 'Krows much easier." 
His feathers ever so slightly ruffle with anxiety. "They tire, those poor 
things, they're important to keeping this continent together so | can't 
afford to give them too long of a break. Chesto is going to make their 
runs a lot safer, it could theoretically keep them awake to do more, 
but | don't want to give them more work. | want them to be safe." 


Just cheap, constant Chesto Wine would be of great use. But if he 
actually gets ownership of a winery, then he'll have two of his 
biggest wishes fulfilled in a single go. His family can have a place to 
call their own other than the stuffy dormitories above. This is the 
best call. 


"This is what | want. In return, I'll get you what you're looking for. | 
already have the location of another Time Gear and I'll have it here 
for you in less than two days." He leans forwards. "I'm going with a 
fourth of my 'Krows tonight, they already know about my plan. They 
want what | want too. We'll be back before anyone feels our 
absence." 


There is a pause as the Noivern stews in contemplative silence. The 
feathers of Honchkrow's back remain standing. He can feel his legs 
weaken, but he refuses to look away. 


"If you wanted to join the hunt, | was going to announce a few rules 
and stipulations this morning for all who partake in this bounty. You 
could always wait." 


"No, I'm leaving now." 


"Don't you care about getting paid for your bounty?" She tilts her 
gaze. 


"I want only what's best for the family. Make it happen." 


"| don't think my kind is built for marathons." Lucario groans. 


"Not many peoples except for maybe Zebstrika and Rapidash are." 
Masters tosses Lucario a bottle. He barely catches it. "Have some 
chesto, we're almost there." 


Lucario pops off the cork and lets it pour down. The dry, throat- 
strangling taste is the kick he needs to dull the fatigue, but nothing 
short of an eight hour sleep or a hit of adrenaline's going to make it 
go away for good. Serves him right for saying they could make it to 
the Winery early if they wanted to. Walking through this forest is 
slowly destroying him, his exhausted mind's starting to see every 
nook and shape in the dark as a feral lurking in wait. He can barely 
see past Masters’ flames. 


"In how long? And what do we do when we get there?" 


"If the winery isn't abandoned, we kindly ask for it. If it isn't, we just 
take it." He's looking at the scrap of canvas he drew in that weird 
state. "If the map isn't wrong then we have an hour before we get 
there, maybe less. You're quite quick on your feet, you know that?" 


"| wish | wasn't." Lucario grunts. "You seem like a million poke. Say, 
can you carry me when | inevitably pass out?" 


"I'm not immune to exhaustion, Lucario." Masters shakes his head. 
"I can still feel my legs getting tired. It's less of a painful sensation, 
more like watching a barrel slowly drain. The only sense of urgency | 
feel is what my mind tells me. And my mind says | can handle 
walking an hour or two more." 


"Well good for you, mister ghost." Lucario finishes the chesto, 
throwing it behind him. "How'd you end up like that anyways? | might 


consider ghostdom myself." 
Masters glances from under his plumed hat. His smile is no more. 
"We're almost there." 


He spits a ball of purple flame into his palm then slams it into one of 
the cage-looking things on his hips. They're lanterns, and he hands 
Lucario one whilst he ignites the other. With the lantern's spectral 
light he can see little shapes in the trees above: Colbur Berries, 
countless numbers of them. If he didn't have a light he would've 
mistaken them for funny looking pinecones. 


"Almost? We're practically here." Lucario motions at Master's 
bandoliers. "Hey, 'M, do you still have that drawing?" 


He pulls out a rolled up paper then tosses it. Lucario catches it, 
instantly examining the drawing under the lantern's glow. The berry's 
the same. When he lowers the paper he can see the shadow of a 
farmhouse looming ahead, the time gear is somewhere behind it. 
There's also this hoard above it. 


Pidgeys? Spearows? It's hard to tell from the flying squiggles meant 
to represent these pokemon.. If it's Murkrow he'd have heard them 
squawking overhead. They're not exactly silent hunters, they're 
workmen, doing boring jobs for the Dusk Continent. He hands the 
drawing back as they stop. 


"It looks to be the house." Masters says, looking out across the field 
of evenly-dispersed trees. "There's an outdoor stage out there, a 
lamp post too. Almost reminds me of that tavern." 


Lucario tries to get a look of what the Typhlosion's on about, all he 
sees are the four floating orbs belonging to a lamp post. He rubs his 
eyes. 


"Yeah | don't see a thing." Lucario glances up at the sky. "It's a new 
moon too. You wonder if whoever's there is expecting us? They're 
burning fuel leaving those lamps on." 


"| don't know." Masters steps forward, leading the way. "What 
happens if they already have it?" 


It should be obvious. They're far out from a local settlement, a bit off 
the beaten path. There's a whole forest to swallow the sounds of a 
scuffle. 


"Ask nicely, if they refuse then we fight for it." Lucario scoffs. 
"There's no guild for miles around here. Unless the ferals suddenly 
grow brains, no one is gonna hear what goes down. We'd be stupid 
not to expect a fight." 


"Let's hope it doesn't come to that." Masters frowns. 


A lot of berry orchards were relatively the same, isolated little places 
just off the beaten road, and so when they step out in front of the 
home a foul smell of deja vu overwhelms Lucario. Instead of a cart, 
there's this big stage with a bunch of cheap chairs everywheres. Fog 
rolls in from the nearby basin, covering the gravel with an icy cool 
cloud. 


There's one light near the storehouse, one light near the actual 
house. Other than the big a-shaped roofs orchards are known for, 
the home is small and uninspired. There's maybe two rooms in there 
max. The storehouse on the other hand is a monolith of carpentry, 
two stories - each story looking to be about four Lucarios in total, 
encased with a huge u-shaped roof. A fading lamp sits outside the 
door on a pillar of crates. The sliding door is open by a crack. 


They exchange a look, then ceep towards the open door, passing 
under the four lights of the central lamp post. Masters braces next to 
the door with Lucario following behind. The Typhlosion's eyes light 
up when he sees the crate it's own. Colbur berries, tonnes of them, 
a recent harvest too. Masters not so subtly sticks his hand in the 
pile. He shushes Lucario. 


As if he'd tell. 


He pulls out the purple flame from his lantern. Masters puts a hand 
on the door. He takes a breath. 


Then it opens wide as a bright yellow, big tailed creature slumps out 
of the door. It struggles to scitter away on its legs, but Masters 
freezes them with his glare, holding the purple flame up to their 


eyes. The amount of restraint it must've taken to not let his Infernal 
Parade rip loose is something Lucario will never have. 


"Calm down." Masters speaks in an authoritative tone. "Are you 
injured?" 


"Y-Yes." the yellow creature responds, grasping for its face. There's 
a crazed look in their eyes. "| can barely feel my legs. I-I don't 
understand, | wasn't supposed to evolve until..." 


"What are you supposed to be?" Lucario interrupts. 


"Abra, or was Abra." They groan in pain, pulling at the hairs on their 
head. "My head, my head! It hurts!" 


"You evolved, most people do that at some point, it's called growing 
up." Masters offers them a hand. "You'll be okay. Maybe you got 
some cramps." 


"No, | won't be okay! | need to get out of here - ow!" There's a loud 
snapping sound, and the yellow fur along its body begins to bleach 
white, some of which falls right out before the duo's. Their voice 
rapidly deepens. "I need to go, | need to go!" 


Lucario steps forwards, and a hand from Masters stops him. The 
yellow creature thanks them with a nod as they book it, going as fast 
as their ill-adjusted legs can take them. All the while their pale white 
fur begins to fade away as a youthful yellow grows over them. They 
speed up more and more, until their legs can't support them and 
they crumble into the road near the foggy woods. 


"Weird." Masters mutters. 


"Was evolution always like that?" Lucario ponders out loud. "I don't 
remember mine." 


"No, that wasn't normal." Masters puts a hand on the door. "Let's get 
to the bottom of this, shall we?" 


Lucario nods, and with his permission Masters fully throws open the 
door, stepping foot with the flame held aloft. What he sees is unlike 
anything else. 


Hundreds, if not thousands of discarded shells of metapod and 
silcoons are stacked as high as this barn's giant ceiling. The sight 
makes Masters go pale, the smell nearly causing Lucario to lose his 
dinner. 


"Gah!" Lucario drops his purple lantern, plugging his nose.. "Close 
that thing!" 


Masters puts both hands onto the handle, the fire scorching a hole 
through the door. He pulls it shut with all the force he can muster- 


CRUNCH! A caterpie has gotten itself stuck in the doorway! The 
feral squirms around, letting out clicking bug-type noises as it tries to 
unstick itself. The door's jammed by it's body! Masters tries to kick 
out of the doorway only to hit his toe on a gooey dense shell, as the 
caterpie morphs into a stationary metapod right before their eyes. 
Lucario puts both his hands on the handle as well, and rips it 
towards. There's a second, awful crunch, and a fully grown 
Butterfree flies out of the Metapod right before their eyes - narrowly 
escaping a demise via barn door. 


"Hey, you would've crushed that poor thing!" Masters shouts. 


"Either | crush it or we wake up the whole hive that's in there!" 
Lucario pants. "| don't wanna fight fifty ferals in a go! We're here for 
the gear, not for a fight! You hear?" 


Before Masters can lament further there's a rustle in the distance. 
They both see the body of a caterpie fall right out the sky into the 
trees. That's two pokemon, two pokemon who forcibly evolved 
around them. There's a sense of urgency as Masters snaps back 
around. 


"Okay, we go find the gear -" 
"And?" 


A voice aged and refined through years of commanding, squawks 
from above them. Lucario grabs his lantern off the ground and spins 
up an Aura Sphere on instinct. Masters spits out another flame, 
holding it in hand. Lucario doesn't see a thing in this pitch darkness. 


"What did you say you were going to do if someone already had it? 
Fight them? You realize you're surrounded, son." 


Son? Wait, he recognizes the drawl.. A cold shiver shoots through 
his bones. 


"Keep yourself steady, Lucario." Masters takes notice. "Can you see 
him?" 


"No. They're basically invisible in the night. | know these things!" 
Lucario's eyes turn the lamppost, a glowing beacon of safety. "If this 
guy tries anything, run to the light post." 


"This guy?" The voice guffaws from up high. "We know eachother 
Lucario. Without me you wouldn't have stumbled onto the gear, and 
without you | wouldn't know how much these things were really 
worth." 


"How'd you know about the one in Pyrite Passage?" Lucario barks. 
"Who snitched, huh?" 


"Long story. I'm sure your friend would love to know how you left 
one of your family members to perish out there as he was begging 
and screaming for your help." His voice turns its attention to 
Masters. "I've nurtured his career since the moment he joined my 
Family, protected him, offered him safety. And the moment the 
promise of treasure rears its head, he would rather let his siblings 
die than let a coin slip." 


"How much do you have on your head after getting caught 
impersonating a guildmate? Ten Thousand, Twenty Thousand? | 
wanted you locked up in a bastille, where treasonous scum like you 
belong." 


"You won't be having this gear, neither will your friend. If he's the 
wiser he'll leave you to get your just deserts and you, traitor, aren't 
going to live to see tomorrow's light." 


Sweat is pouring down Lucario's face, he can barely breathe. 
Addrealine is already kicking in and he's ready to do whatever it 
takes to get out, Masters or not. The Typhlosion's head is in the 


night sky, glaring at the source of the voice. 


"What happens if | say yes to leaving Lucario here?" Masters 
speaks. 


Lucario's heart sinks into his stomach. 


"I'll let you go." Honchkrow sighs. "I can't promise you coins, I'm not 
hunting these gears for the money. | always keep my family's 
interest in mind, and you leaving is one less danger they have to 
face." 


One less danger? They're surrounded, because of course they are, 
Honchkrow has got his cronies all perched up out of sight of Lucario. 
They've been planning this. 


"How's you getting hold of those gears going to help your partners?" 
Masters continues. "If you're not going to sell them, then what are 
they worth to you?" 


"The gear is a bargaining chip. When | return it for what | want, | will 
retire from this deadly game immediately. We will never meet 
again." 


Masters looks down. An argument plays across his face, and smoke 
plumes out of his nostrils as he takes a deep, decisive breath. He 
grips the flame in his hand tight. 


"Good. | look forward to your early retirement!" 


A confused "what?" barely escapes Honchkrow's beak as a purple, 
amorphous flare is thrown straight for him, bursting into a shower of 
spectral light. There's a high pitched squawk, and a Murkrow 
crumbles off the roof onto the gravelly earth. Honchkrow yells as 
numerous tiny wings flutter in the dark around Lucario. 


"Swarm them! Take them down!" 


Dozens of wings careen through the air, descending straight for the 
duo. Lucario and Masters burst towards the post. The Typhlosion 
throws a second fire behind them. Whoever it hit, it wasn't 
Honchkrow. 


"He's using his Murkow as shields!" Masters calls out. "You need to 
hit The Boss with an Aura Sphere, Infernal Parade only tracks so 
much! If you can knock him out of the sky then we can jump him 
when he's down!" 


"Why Aura Sphere?" Lucario shouts, he can hear a beak slamming 
into the Typhlosion behind him, followed by the snap of a Thunder 
Punch putting them to sleep. "Those 'Krows know what they signed 
up for! Just roast them for Winter's sake!" 


"That's a waste of life and you know it! | can side with a criminal but 
I'm not going to do criminal acts!" 


Masters is furious. So was he, Lucario's itching to throw an Aura 
Sphere into someone's face. He makes it to the pole, then reaches 
out. If only he had looked down. 


It's much too late for him to stop himself. Just as his fingers are 
about to touch the metal Lucario sees something in the fog at the 
bottom: something yellow, large and bursting at its seams. Four 
blast seeds are tied at the base while the pole has been loosened. 
They were counting on him rushing to the light, because of course 
they were. 


His body careens right into the pole, sending the four globes of fire 
down onto the blast seeds. Lucario screams, Masters tackles him. 


FWOOSH! 


A ball of fire rumbles overhead, the fire-type's body shields the worst 
of the blast but a few licks of explosive flames creep through and 
burn the fur off of Lucario's flesh. Both pokemon climb back onto 
their feet. Laughter squawks from up high. 


"The Boss brought you up in this world!"The voice is high pitched, 
belonging to one of the many Murkrow. "He knows your every 
strength, and every weakness! He told me everything!" 


The blast seeds spewed in every direction, sending fire into the 
fields, onto the stage and the houses. This is going to get out of 
hand fast. If he can't see them through the night, good luck spotting 


them through a forest of smoke! He hasn't even gotten a hit in! 


"Go!" Masters shouts, pushing Lucario's chest. "Get to somewhere 
they can't hit you! Let the fire smoke them out!" 


Two Murkrow come swooping down in unison. Masters bops one on 
its beak with a Thunder Punch. Before he can land a hit on the other 
it smacks its talons across his face with a mean Sucker Punch, 
hitting the phantom hard with dark-type energy. Lucario books into 
the forest as he hears punch after punch rip into these birds. 


"Look at him go!" That one Murkrow keeps talking. "He was always 
going to leave you, stupid rodent!" 


Lucario throws himself behind the first big tree for cover. He made it 
somehow! Lucario blindly fires above the Master's head, missing 
one of the dozens of Murkrow. He begins spinning up another as a 
voice calls from behind. 


"N-No!" Abra speaks, their eyes shut tight. "Get away from here! | 
can already feel it on you!" 


Lucario drops the lantern when he takes a look. .White fur has 
grown all over his hand, replacing the dark blues with its sickly pale 
tincutre. The Aura Sphere in his hand slips out as his fingers 
weaken, wrinkling, the muscles barely keeping the metal bones in 
there together. First the creepy evolving pokemon, second the Blast 
Seeds, now this? Lucario looks between his boney hand and the 
Abra in horror 


"What's happening to me!?" 


"| don't know, but there's a connection between us, | can sense it." 
Abra points towards them, seemingly able to move normally. "The 
closer you stay to me, the more that fur of yours turns white! The 
older you become! Whatever's causing this is using us!" 


Everything clicks together. This is the work of the gear found here, 
the one Honchkrow had beaten them to the punch with. Where 
Lucario was once blessed with some kind of ability, so was 
Honchkrow, and this has something to do with what's happening 


here. Could it be that he has the power to age people? 


His hair begins to fall off in its entirety, revealing a pink, sagging 
flesh under it.. Abra on the other hand, rises with youthful energy, 
grabbing the feral bug-type by its tail and dragging it down the road. 


As soon as he's a distance away the aging stops.. He's fine aside 
from this extremely old looking arm. He only needs one to throw 
Aura spheres, he can manage. Lucario can't be here however, he's 
not doing any favors for Masters. No matter how good Masters was, 
it's still three or so dozen dark types against a phantom. Lucario 
exits the treeline, shouting. 


"Abra figured it out! It's aging! Honchkrow's gear is aging living 
creatures!" 


Just as he gets out those words, a Murkrow swoops down, hitting 
his sides with a wing attack. His one good arm tries to pummel it 
with a blind barrage of bullet punches, but only one connects, doing 
nowhere near the damage to put the flying type down and buying 
him the second he needs to get back to Masters, looking much, 
much worse for wear. 


"| guess that makes me immune!" Masters laughs, purple juices 
seeping out of his mouth. "This colour tastes awful. Got any more 
ideas?" 


"No? Just keep me away from living things." Lucario says, 
summoning up a club in his good hand. A swarm of invisible wings 
overhead are preparing their next assault. "We just keep wearing 
them down till Honchkrow shows his face! | don't care how many of 
these stupid Krows it takes to get to him!" 


"Oh good! Consider us on the same page. I've changed my 
sentiment after the fifth one went after my eyes.." 


Two Murkrow careen from above. A quick one two of thunderpunch 
knocks them to the floor, whilst Lucario's heel puts them to sleep. 
Masters is exceptionally good at this. Just how experienced was he? 


"| got a plan, Lucario." Masters calls back. "It involves water." 


"Water? You're a fire-type!" 
"| know!" 


Masters doesn't wait for permission, he sprints away from the pole, 
going for the lake past the farmhouse. The spectral, wisping fires on 
his back give Lucario the cover to run in his shadow, dragging his 
Bone Rush through the dirt like it's fifty pounds of steel. The 
lieutenant overhead is none too impressed. 


"Save your strength! They're going for the water! They're gonna trap 
themselves!" The Murkrow chortles. "Let them get in, wait for them 
to surface and attack as one!" 


He leads him past a fence towards the basin. The broken sigils of a 
time gear loom overhead illuminating the water, however little, ina 
crimson glow. Both pokemon race down a short dock, and Masters' 
grabs Lucario's shoulder, throwing them into the abyss. They don't 
sink. The tremendous splash their bodies made falling into the lake 
surfaces the water around them, creating a barricade of distorted 
water all around them. It's just like the lake! 


The flutter of wings chasing them pause. Masters gets him to his 
feet, and whispers. 


"You know what to do, Lucario." 
"| do?" 


Masters simply taps the glowing bone rush in his good hand. Lucario 
gulps. 


"They're trapped!" The Murkrow calls out, a cacophony of wings 
flutters land onto the trees surrounding the basin. There's too many 
for him to count.. "On the count of three, we all go in! One!" 


Lucario holds the Bone Rush up over his head, readying for the one- 
armed swing of his life. 


"Two!" 


"Ready?" Masters whisper, lightning forming in his fists. Lucario 


nods slowly. 
"Three!" 


With an unseen drop of a wing dozens of Murkrow soar down from 
their perches, careening towards the trapped pokemon like featherly 
missiles. Lucario closes his eyes, hearing the whistling beneath their 
wings coming closer and closer. Master's hand rests on his, waiting 
with him, his superior night vision counting down. 


"Now!" Masters shouts, and Lucario slams the bone gavel down - 
summoning a tidal wave of distorted water - coating every single 
Murkrow who is gunning them. 


"What?" 


The loud-mouth shouts into his ears, and Lucario opens his eyes to 
see a coagulated mass of frozen water and Murkrow. All of whom 
squawk in despair, trying to break free of their bonds to no avail. The 
one atop of the formation wears an empty bottle around their neck. 
They're the one screaming orders right now. 


"Move, move!" It shouts. "It's just ice! Break out already!" 


There's a loud crackle, and the one atop shrieks in terror. The 
Typhlosion winds up his fists, punching the air, building a current of 
violet lightning through his fingertips. 


"No, no! Stop-" 


The lieutenant's voice instantly drowns in the squawks of screaming 
Murkrow. Masters unleashes blow after blow in the watery structure, 
causing lightning to rupture through every soul trapped within. One 
after one they fall unconscious till the entire structure is lit ablaze, 
reeking of fried lost souls. One final elbow shatters the structure, 
and many Murkrow plummet to the water's surface like black, 
feathery hailstones. The Family, or at least a substantial chunk of 
them, was done for. 


But the Patriarch still stands. A horrid caw rings above Lucario, and 
he hears the remaining forces gather around, once again out of 
reach. 


"Make no mistake, you are truly and deeply trapped." Honchkrow 
booms from afar. "Try as you may, we'll wait you out." 


There's not a single second of doubt or guesswork, Lucario knows 
what's about to happen, he only needs to look at his bad arm to see 
it creeping up his shoulder then to his chest.. He's aging again, 
faster than ever before. His muscles weaken in his limbs, his throat 
becomes as dry as the desert, and his lungs rage against their 
metallic cage. 


"We need to get away from each other!" Lucario croaks, he sounds 
like a broken lute. "Get as far away as we can!" 


Lucario leaps out of the crater of distorted water, but when he lands, 
his legs crumble into a useless pile. The flutter of wings sounds out 
all around him as the last of Honchkrow's army dives for him. 
Lucario is able to bat one aside with a bullet punch, but the rest 
descend into him, wings and beaks eating into his soft, aging flesh. 
He screams out, and Masters answers, batting them off with his 
fists. 


They're right back where they started, they haven't separated off. 
Lucario's fur is falling off like leaves on a tree, his arms can barely 
move. It's happening too quickly for him to counteract and as he 
rises to his feet he falls apart, Masters catching him. 


"You're not going to last, son." 


Lucario can't see him, he just knows Honchkrow is somewhere 
above him. No matter how hard he tries to lock onto the sound, his 
eyes can't catch a glimpse of the avian in the night. His one trick is 
useless. Masters holds him close, the flames on his chest warm 
Lucario's deteriorating body. 


"My ability draws on the living. | see a second shadow in every 
person, like a hand counting down their years. | can age something 
to give healing youth to another, but | can't make anything younger 
than what it was when | first saw it. Those bug types in the shed 
were using this gear's presence to evolve rapidly. | simply gained 
control of that power." 


Holding Lucario's hand, Masters leans into Lucario's ear, 
whispering. 


"Can you get him? Can you create an Aura Sphere?" 


Lucario opens up his injured hand, and slowly, a spinning ball of 
energy starts to form. It glows bright blue amidst a sea of black. His 
fingers feel like there's nails being dug through them, keeping his 
hand open hurts. 


"With him standing at your side | have an infinite source of life and 
years to draw from." Honchkrow continues. "He has no limit, truly. If 
only | could be so lucky. Your friend is slowly killing you, son." 


"| can't see him." Lucario mutters out. "I-can't get a lock on him. I'm 
a fraud, 'M. | can't read auras worth a damn, I've scammed people 
my entire life! | can't!" 


His bones crick, the sensation in his legs leaves, he can barely keep 
his eyelids from falling. Regardless, Masters keeps his palm wide 
open - he's not going to let the aura fizzle out. Lucario looks up, their 
eyes meet. 


Hidden in darkness, his eyes are solem and stern. It's at this 
moment he sees something he didn't notice. He has a note rolled up 
into his hat, a memoir, or perhaps a scarf from his youth. It 
purposefully is made of a dark material to blend in with his 
garments. Whatever it is, he keeps it close to him - closer than the 
gear swaying from his neck.. 


"You're no fraud." Masters whispers to him. "Just close your eyes, 
take a breath, trust me." 


And so, Lucario takes a deep breath, then shuts his eyes for a final 
time. 


Waiting through what seems like decades of silence, the blind old 
Lucario finally surfaces. Sight, at least not in the sense any other 
pokemon would call it, returns. His whole world is illuminated in 
shades of blue. Dozens of auras, all each its own color, shine above 
his head. Many are small, full of youth and ambition. Then there was 


one, bright red, compassionate and larger than any in the sky. He 
can see Honchkrow. 


He clenches the Aura Sphere with his remaining strength, then with 
the help of Masters supporting his deteriorating body, unleashes it. 
A bright blue flash of Aura erupts in his sixth sense as an arrow of 
pure spirit flies straight towards its red mark. 


"Protect me!" he shouts as several Murkrow careen to his aid. 


No matter how many bodies he puts between himself however, the 
sphere harmlessly rolls off of the masses of Murkrow. He has 
Honchkrow's Aura, he has him within his sights, Aura Sphere cannot 
miss under these conditions. And fruitless struggle after struggle, 
flying and tossing Murkrow to the fire - it finally hits its intended 
vector. 


The aura drills straight into Honchkrow, plucking out his feathers, 
spinning deeper and deeper into his face till it erupts into a 
scintillating hail of blues. Honchkrow comes plummeting, hitting the 
water's solid surface with a splat. His eyes widen in terror as 
Masters descends upon him. 


"Take the gear!" Honchkrow bleats, revealing the gear in his talons. 
"You can have it! You've won!" 


"Really now?" Masters steps forwards, the basin shaking with each 
of his steps. The fire rising from his back is as bright as the sun. 
"After all you've done for your family, after all they've done to let you 
get your hands on it, you're gonna just leave it! You had your 
chance to leave when we got here!" 


Masters steps over the gear, his anger could turn this lake into 
steam. He's standing over Honchkrow like a monolith of flame. 


"| don't take life like you do." Masters clenches his fists, his ghostly 
eyes shine with fury. Crackles of energy travel between his 
knuckles. "But | did promise you an early retirement, and I'll deliver!" 


Honchkrow reaches for the gear, and meets with Master's fists. 
Lightning cracks, thunder booms. Punch after punch wears down 


Honchkrow's pride, the lightning ripping through him turns his 
delicate hat into a searing pile of plumage. And one, great, final blow 
sends Honchkrow to the shore. What little remains of Honchkrow's 
forces leave when they see their don as a quivering, pathetic mess. 


The breath Masters takes could shake the earth. He adjusts his hat, 

making sure to stuff the rolled up thing back under the metal, and he 
plucks the gear off the ground - adding it to their collection. Masters 

drags the decrepit Lucario out of the corrupted basin. Then, he feels 
something cold in his hand. 


"Take it." Masters closes the gear around Lucario's fists. "Congrats 
on graduating." 


The iron feels colder than it's ever felt before. He's lost it twice, 
spent so much time chasing it down, then all of a sudden Masters 
gives it to him after muttering something about graduation. With it in 
his hand, he sees a predominant, second shadow under Masters' 
feet. It appears broken. 


If this is no different than the gear he had once before, then by 
holding this he could manipulate something - in this case - the ages 
of pokemon around him. Gripping it tightly in his hand, he thinks of 
the shadow, then is witness to a wave of youth washing over his 
arm. His muscles are back to where they were, his fur, not nearly as 
much. 


While words couldn't express how thankful he was at this moment, 
he was still alive. For all his faults, his record and everything else, 
this man deemed him worthy of saving. 


It's a feeling the criminal can't put into words. 


Lucario. Art by Ratwednesday 


29 - Shrouded Stories 


Chapter 29: 29 - Shrouded Stories 


Two explorers share some drinks after the end of a very long day. 
Just slightly suggestive. 


// Edited and written over the first few days of nano, please mind 
mistakes. | get to finally show something this chapter. 


"Thank you two so much." Abra smiles. "| thought | was going to be 
done for if you two hadn't come along." 


At what was possibly a mere hour or two before the sun rose the trio 
of pokemon made it to halfway rock. Masters found one the only 
places open at this forsaken hour, a tavern built into the shadiest 
corner of the giant rock, and they had stopped by it to say farewell to 
the Abra. The curtains of every room are deep red, their glass thick. 
Lucario examines his arm in the purple lantern light while Masters 
speaks on the duo's behalf. 


"Couldn't agree more. Say, did you always know your farm was 
home to... you know," Masters glances at the nonexistent crowds, 
“one of those things?" 


"| had no idea, we just thought the water was special there. Our 
berry trees grew impeccably fast, and as a result we always had 
problems with feral bug types." Abra puts their head down, eyes 
shut tight. "The surge in bug-types is one thing, but when the big 
guy took the thing he agitated the lake. | thought it was just some 


flying mons preying on all the bugs, hoo boy was | surprised." 


They sigh, looking around them. Their eyebrows twitch as if they're 
seeing something in the distance they can't. It's probably some 
psychic-type nonsense. 


"I'll keep what happened there between all of us, you have my 
word." They extend a hand, Masters shakes it firmly. "Good luck. 
May the moon shine bright in your travels." 


Lucario's ears twitch. That's a prayer he's never heard of before, 
must be for a patron of psychics like them. Both pokemon watch 
Abra till he vanishes into the sea of tents, and when they're gone, 
Masters looks to Lucario. 


"How's your body?" 


Lucario takes a look. Most of his fur has grown back over the long 
walk, though some patches are still scored black from the point- 
blank blast seeds. His legs are still tired, his arms are worn out, but 
he's not the shambling mound he was earlier. A sleep, more than 
anything else, will do him good. 


"Could be better." Lucario groans. "You're not about to ask me to 
walk another two hours, are you? | think I'm gonna collapse." 


"No." Masters flashes a small pouch he didn't have before, then 
nods towards the tavern's big purple door. "Your ex-boss was nice 
enough to pay for our room. Let's go, Luc." 


As soon as Masters opens up the purple door, a dense, sweet 
smelling haze hits their nostrils. It's not bad, no, it's overwhelming. It 
makes Lucario following him light headed, and honestly a bit angry. 


"Why does everywhere we go reek?" Lucario laments. 


At least this place was furnished, unlike that wretched barn. The 
yellowish stone walls have been painted over with arrays of bright 
scarlets and deep violets. It's like walking into the sunset, if it reeked 
of this chemically sweet-smelling stuff. The dim lighting adds to the 
veneer of mystique and fancy this place has, and there's plenty of 
lounges in this main room alone for a pokemon to crumble asleep 


on. Most importantly of all was the selection of bottles behind the 
bar. Expensive stuff, probably. Lucario could go for anything at this 
point. 


The pokemon behind the bar, this tall gray-ish lizard with violet 
serpent-like eyes, smiles at their arrival. Her tongue licks the hazy 
air. 


"Welcome to The Shroud, what can | do for you two?" The Salazzle 
asks, grinning. 


Lucario already didn't like the vibes this place gave off, the big lizard 
isn't helping. Masters steps up to the counter, dropping the sack of 
coins on the table. 


"He and | need a room for tonight." Masters gestures between 
them.. 


"You're in luck, then." She chuckles, opening up something 
underneath the bar. "If you don't mind having no windows, there's a 
couples room way in the back with your names on it." 


"A couple's room?" Lucario stutters out. 


"It's one big bed for you two, nice and furnished. It's the only room 
we have with a Luminous Orb light, which you'll find a lot more 
vibrant than a usual lamp. Its glow will make you forget you're holed 
up in a windowless little nook in the wall. You can order some 
additional services too, if you'd like." 


"We'll just take the room, thanks." Masters exchanges half the 
pouch's contents for their room key. It has a moon-shaped charm on 
it. "Once we've settled, me and my partner will be right back down 
for drinks." 


"Partner?" Lucario stammers out. Masters taps him on the shoulder. 


Masters basically drags Lucario up the narrow spiraling stairs to the 
second floor. Together they tredge down the velvet runway upstairs, 
making it to a thick looking door marked by a crescent blue moon. 
The key slides in, and the door opens to a quaint room. 


The bed takes up the vast majority of the room, opposite of it is a 
display built into the wall - little reflective stars twinkling under a 
Luminous Orb moon. Masters instantly begins setting his thing on 
the one wardrobe, while Lucario throws himself on the fluffy scarlet 
bed. It feels like a cloud is caressing his back. 


"Oh yeah! This is a great place!" Lucario sighs, watching Masters 
from the bedside. "Come on, try this thing out!" 


Masters glances over his shoulder. His two bandoliers are all over 
the wardrobe, contents strewn about: a vial of a half-gobbled Elixir, a 
worn looking notepad, a seed, a coinpurse fistfulls of lapapa and 
Colbur berries. There's no sign of the thing he had seen in his hat. 
When he turns around, it's impossible to unsee the thing jutting ever 
so subtly from behind his hat's dark metal quill. 


"I'll try it out later." He says, taking the purse from the pile of his 
things. "I'm heading down for a few drinks, you can come or you can 
stay up here and snooze." 


"| can go for some drinks, | had just thought you'd..." Lucario sits 
back up, folding his arms. "Look. Before we go | need to ask 
something because | saw something earlier, something in your hat." 


"You mean this?" Masters pulls out the metallic quill before Lucario 
can stop him, fanning it out in the Orb's vibrant glow. The rolled up 
thing is nowhere to be seen, he must've palmed it, cheeky jerk. "It's 
a Corviknight plume, who're these big scary birds from lands afar - 
they're cousins to Skarmory, but way larger. People used their 
feathers to make armor when people still used to do those sorts of 
things. Skarmory feathers are still better, obviously." 


"Wanna feel it?" Masters says, holding it out. "It's not sharp." 


"| appreciate your history lesson 'M, but I'm not interested in your 
quill." Lucario points up to his hat. "You're hiding something else in 
there, stop playing with me! I'm pretty sure | wasn't hallucinating!" 


"Maybe." He blinks, slowly stuffing the feather back into place. The 
look in his eyes is expressionless. Did Lucario hit his one and only 
nerve? "Let's go downstairs, you look like you can use a drink." 


He's being swept under the rug, it's blatantly obvious. But Lucario 
isn't going to turn down an excuse to drink after the very long day 
he's had. Lucario stands up, and before he can touch the door, 
Masters stops him. 


"You still got it on you?" 


Lucario lifts his head to the side, revealing the Time Gear hanging 
from his neck like a noose. The frigid metal is attached to him by a 
piece of twine. It's as uncomfortable as it looks. His torn mailman's 
cape hides it out of sight. 


With it confirmed safe in Lucario's possession, Masters lets him 
pass and down towards the bar the two pokemon go, the tavern 
below is as hazy and as empty as they left it. The chemical smell in 
the air is so strong it could've totally cleaned out the infested barn 
from earlier. 


There are two booths down here, big booths, the ones with fancy 
red cushions people other than royalty don't usually purchase. 
Additionally, there appears to be rooms on the bottom floor as well, 
but these don't have the luxury of doors. Instead there's these giant 
red curtains hiding them away. None of these extra rooms look 
occupied. It's only these two explorers at this awful hour and the 
lady serving them. 


"Sour stuff, please." Masters rolls up the bench in front of the bar. 
"Spicy." Lucario says, sitting down next to him. 


She prepares them each a glass, one having the pasty orange of a 
slightly distilled lapapa drink, while the other's either some red Cheri 
or Spelon brew. Lucario can handle either. Both explorers take a 
first sip in unison while the Salazzle watches on, seemingly nothing 
else better to do. 


"Are you two partners?" She asks nonchallantly, striking up 
conversation. "How do you two like the room up there?" 


"The bed's nice." Lucario snorts. "We aren't partners though, it's-" 


"Yeah, we are partners. Partners in crime, though what we do isn't 


crime per say." Masters puts on his signature, kindly smile. "We're 
more like business partners." 


"Interesting. | thought you two were together." The Salazzle laughs 
back, purple smoke billowing from her nostrils, rising up and clinging 
to the ceiling. There's the source of the funny smelling air. "We get 
plenty of explorers as clientele. In all my time here | haven't seen a 
pair come through here who weren't just partners in the ‘guild’ 
sense. If you know what I'm getting at." 


He should've guessed by curtains everywhere this tavern was one 
of those places, couples' places. Guess a roof overhead is a roof 
overhead no matter the added embrassment. The use of the word 
clientele begs the question. 


"Your clients, right?" Lucario licks away the wine from around his 
mouth. "Is there a no snitching policy here?" 


"Of course there is, silly." She looks at her claws, like she's about 
ready to slap him for insisting something so inane. "No place like 
this would stay afloat if they didn't have some form of policy. You 
can only imagine the sorts of things I've heard from explorers here; | 
began working for the gossip alone." 


"Why else did | bring us here, Luc?" Masters sips. 


"| thought you were doing this as a joke 'M! You called me your 
partner for Winter's sake!" 


The Typhlosion's cheeks puff out. His eyes are bulgbing, and he 
barely manages to keep himself from spitting out his glass. He 
swallows his drink down like it's a bag of rocks, coughing just a tiny 
bit. 


"No, no - | mean." Masters turns back to Salazzle. "| do appreciate 
your vibes here, fantastic place madam. But | only came here for 
confidentiality. Lucario and | are truly just business partners." 


"Shush boy, you mustn't apologize. Sometimes you just need an 
ear, someone who will listen and never tell." She laughs softly, 
leaning back. Her chair there looks as lavish as the lounges 


themselves; mighty expensive. "| need to be here for business 
reasons, but if you need to talk, by all means talk. And if you need a 
drink, call on me." 


Her tail flicks up a book from under the counter. If he had to take a 
guess from its bright cover, Lucario would guess it to be one of 
those cheap Guild-themed romance books. Although the smoke 
continues to billow out of her face like she's had a comically hot 
berry, she's otherwise fully immersed in her reading. They have their 
privacy. 


Lucario takes a deep breath as Masters drinks from his glass 
unperturbed, he's almost done his first glass by time Lucario works 
up the courage to speak again. 


"So, 'M. What did you mean about graduating?" Lucario taps his 
own shoulder, the cold metal brushing his fur. "You know, when you 
gave me the thing. You said | graduated." 


"Remember what | said back in the Tavern in Calico?" Masters says, 
looking at his eyes. "You graduated from business friend to friend 
friend. | consider you my partner in crime now. You'd be my partner 
if you and | were an exploration team. That's a trust | don't hand out 
so freely. You've earned it, friend." 


The way he says that makes Lucario feel all fuzzy inside. Lucario, 
despite all the truths Honchkrow laid bare and the quarrel they had 
below the lake, is worthy of this ghostly Typhlosion's trust. He didn't 
know if he should feel honored or not, but the feeling inside him isn't 
an unwelcome one. If he trusts him this much, what else is Masters 
willing to divulge? 


"Oh, well, | guess I'll drink to becoming your friend. Didn't know 
being your friend was such a rare commodity." 


Lucario raises his glass, Masters taps it with his own, they both nab 
a quick shot. 


"It never used to be, you know." Masters put his glass on the table, 
laying his chin in his hands. "My life's complicated, and | don't take 
pleasure in talking about it. You can do me a favor by respecting 


that, Lu-" 


Masters' eye suddenly darts in his direction, as if a thought has 
suddenly gain complete utter control of him 


"Wait a minute, | can't keep calling you Lucario. What's your name?" 
The Typhlosion asks, his flames flaring with anticipation. "Lucario 
can't be your name. If we're going to be friends, you have to tell me!" 


A dry feeling rushes up Lucario's throat, and he drowns it down with 
a spicy flush of Spelon Wine or whatever this stuff is. Lucario taps 
the table, and Salazzle puts her book down long enough to fill up his 
glass once more. When the last drop enters his glass she leaps 
back into guildie dreamland. 


"There's a problem." Lucario taps his glass nervously. He can feel 
his face heating up. Was he this drunk already? "You see... er..." 


"Don't tell me you don't have a name. Everyone's got something to 
call themselves, we all don't go by our species." Masters looks him 
up and down. "Heck, if you don't have a name we can always make 
one up for you. | just need something to call you if we're to be 
partners." 


"| do have a name." 


"Well then tell me, spit out already!." Master groans. "If | wanted to 
report you to the magnemite, | would've already. What's the worst 
that can happen?" 


Caught between a Typhlosion and a hard place, he watches him 
finish his drink tap the bar.. Salazzle flicks Masters’ glass into her 
hand with her tail, fills it up from the bottle behind her, then slams it 
down for him as she goes back to her books. Smooth moves for a 
lizard. 


Lucario hits own glass up to his mouth, swigging down as much as 
he can of his cup as the overwhelming spice burns away any 
inhibitions he may have had. He needs this. Lucario burps, shuffles 
in place, does all manner of twitchy things before he finally 
surrenders to the prying eyes of his new friend. Here goes nothing. 


"My real name is Rei." 


"Rei? Really?" Masters rolls his eyes. "Oh c'mon Rei isn't a bad 
name, | was expecting something worse!" 


"N-no, it isn't a bad name! It's just!" Rei stutters, and Masters guides 
Rei's hand to his glass, getting him to shut up by shoving another 
drink down his pipe. It takes him a good few seconds to digest the 
poison and to speak once more. "J-Just call me Lucario, okay! You 
can call me Rei when no one's around!" 


"| don't get it through - what's so bad about your name?" Masters 
laughs in his face, swiveling around in his seat till he's facing him 
head on. "Rei's pretty bog standard for a fighting type." 


"Shut up! | said not to say it! Arrgh!" Rei's hands fly up, as if he's 
trying to block the bullets which are the Typhlosion's probing and 
prying. "I said | didn't like it, okay? Rei's a stupid name, | don't care 
what you say!" 


"Cmon, how is it stupid?" Masters is grinning from ear to ear. He's 
not going to stop asking. Lucario just gives in. 


"| didn't stick with my parents very long, they named me whatever! 
The Krows took me in, they're my real mom and pops. | guess they 
couldn't care to come up with anything original so they chose Rei." 
Rei smothers his temples. "I hate them for that, you know! Why not 
Aura? Why not Cobalt? Why not Riley? Why not Rick, Rio or 
Lucian?! Why not something cool and mysterious sounding!? It's like 
they knew | was gonna end up a stupid jobber for the 'Krows! Let 
Winter freeze those idiots! If | ever find them I'Il-" 


"Oh calm down, Rei! It's just a stupid name, you know?" Masters 
lays a hand on Rei's shoulder, trying not to laugh in his face. "You 
get to choose what the world remembers you by. | chose Masters, 
you can always pick something else if you don't like yours so much!" 


"No, I'm sticking by Lucario! It's gonna be on my headstone if | don't 
suddenly come to this world as a Dusknoir or a ghost or something." 
Rei struggles to keep the glass on his lips, Master stills it for him. 
The rest of the liquor flushes down his pipe. "It's a personal thing - 


it's stupid, alright?" 


"You're talking in circles." Masters taps the bar, and Salazzle refills 
the Typhlosion's glass. "Come on, it can't be because it's stupid." 


"They named me Rei." Rei groans loudly. "Like Rei, as in Reiolu. It's 
a pun! They didn't care about the egg they ended up with! They let 
me out to dry, leaving me to be taken! They named me something 
stupid too! | hate it!" 


Masters bursts out laughing. Oh goodness, he shouldn't have 
opened his mouth. It's the alcohol ain't it? He washes down the 
feeling with a tiny little sip of his glass. He'll lay off a wee bit. 


"What about you then? You said you can choose your name, so is 
Masters your real name?" Lucario lays his drunken head on the 
table, poison gushing through his noggin. "Come on, it's gotta be 
something dumb too!" 


"It is dumb. It's a pun like yours. My real name's Cole, Cole Masters. 
I'd rather you just call me Masters, Cole's just kinda silly." Masters is 
nowhere near as insecure as Rei about his name. He just takes a 
sip and calmly collects himself. "I'll keep calling you Luc, you can 
keep calling me 'M or Masters. Are we good?" 


Rei agrees, better than being reminded of the stupid joke those 
Murkrow used to tease him with. His wine-addled mind tries to think 
of what else to ask after Master's not so grand reveal, and the only 
thing coming to the forefront of his mind was whatever Masters was 
hiding in his hat. It has to be personal if he's hiding it so much. He 
needs to find out one way or another and stealing it is plain rude and 
out of the question. 


"Y-Yeah, we are totally good." Lucario slurs, shooting looks between 
Salazzle at Masters. "The thing in your hat, 'M, what was it?" 


Masters leans forwards, slumping onto the table, his eyes are 
addled and wavering but he maintains this playful grin of his. He 
strokes his chin, looking up to the blurry looking ceiling. 


"You only just now graduated, and | already told you my name 


sooo..." He bobs his head from side to side. "I'm gonna give you 
one question, one question to ask me, and one question I'll spill the 
beans about. It can be anything, I'll answer it truthfully! And if you 
think I'm lying you can pick any patron you can think of and I'll totally 
swear by them." 


"Any question?" Rei raises an eyebrow. 
"Any question." Masters nods enthusiastically. 


Oh, did Rei have tons of questions. Like where he was from, why 
was he so good at fighting, what did he do before they met? He was 
wondering about the Typhlosion's name since he said it, and with 
that mystery crossed off the list there were two questions at the 
forefront of Rei’s mind. He has a choice: either ask about what the 
sixth sense he used at the tavern, or what's the deal with the thing in 
his hat he's obviously hiding from him? 


Rei's addled thoughts were in no place to think about this. If he had 
a coin, he'd flip it, but Masters has all his money. He's going to go 
with the first question to surface in his mind. 


Rei bites his lip, those stupid brass teeth of his sticking out like a 
Bibarrel's chompers. The Salazzle seemingly sees the message 
carved into Rei's teeth from afar and chuckles to herself. 


"Errr..." Rei rubs his head. "| was gonna ask about your sixth sense 
or whatever but something - maybe it's the Abra rubbing off of me - 
is telling me I'm gonna figure that out sooner or later. So you know 

what?" 


He finishes his glass, slamming it down on the countertop. He spins 
in his seat, meeting the Typhlosion face-to-face. Rei points a big 
finger at Masters’ plumed hat. 


"What's that thing in your hat? Tell me! If | don't ask you right now 
you're gonna dodge it forever, so show me! Spill your secrets, magic 
Masters!" 


There's a booming laugh - as the Typhlosion nearly falls face first 
onto the counter. He clacks his glass on the counter then reaches 


under his cloak, into his shoulder, and reveals one of the crinkles to 
be the rolled up thing hidden in plain sight. He holds it out, wriggling 
the rolled up cloth in front of him like it's a plaything. It's so tempting 
to snatch it, but the thieving Lucario manages to keep his drunken 
paws to himself. 


"You know, you're gonna be the first pokemon since Minstrel | show 
this to right?." Masters nods at Salazzle in the back. "Except for her, 
she doesn't count." 


"Oh no, I'm hardly listening!" She giggles from her chair." 


"Okay, good! You, Luc, can consider yourself among the precious 
few who get to be one of my friend friends and the even rarer few 
who get to know about this silly thing of mine." 


The Typhlosion keeps the cloth rolled up and in the Lucario's face. 
The tension is killing Rei. Both pokemon hold their breaths as 
Master's fingers part, unrolling the dark gray cloth before their eyes 
like it's a grand prize of sorts. What's in the cloth is not a relic of a 
mythical pokemon, it's not even an embarrassing letter or anything 
close. All that's on this piece of cloth is a faded symbol embroidered 
into it, a symbol with four distinct hooks and four "wings", the hook- 
like things spiraling while the wings fan out into the cardinal 
directions. The radial is unlike any mark Rei has seen before, truly 
one of a kind. 


"Long time ago | became lost in the endless Sea. | woke up, alive on 
a beach. | didn't know who | was, where | was, or what | had done. | 
just remember there was this symbol burned into my mind and | 
drew onto the sand where | woke. Later, | hemmed it onto cloth." 


"| woke to a Grass Continent that had moved on from me. Fifteen 
years | was gone, and it took one whole year to fully remember who 
| was. If | didn't remember this symbol I'd never remember the things 
| did when | was alive, | would've just become another shambling 
ghost. This symbol saved me from a forever of wandering." 


His gaze is unflinching, Masters is pouring his heart out to him and if 
he dares look away he'll regret it forever. Master's breath is shaking. 
Rei rests a hand on his shoulder, resisting the urge to smother him 


with drunken sentimentality. 


"Saving the world became attributed to the person who did me in. I'd 
hate him if he didn't set things right when | was gone, they even 
wrote ballads about his heroics, and if Minstrel didn't go looking for 
the truth it'd have been lost forever. | don't even think anyone 
believes Minstrel, they sure don't believe me." 


He's a hero, the very person who the novel Salazzle's reading would 
star in. Masters is the real deal. He's got the fame, and the fortune, 
yet he's out here chasing gears as though he were any other broken 
explorer from lands afar. The situation bewilders Rei, and his words 
slip out. 


"Why don't you go tell everyone?" Rei asks, slurring over his words. 
"Sell your story in a novel, make all sorts of coins!" 


"| don't care about coins, | lost it all when | lost my body!" Anger 
spikes within Masters. Before it takes him, he lets the fires vent out 
with a sigh. "Everyone who knew about me in the Grass Continent 
has cemented their idea of me as this heroic guy who perished 
spreading peace. | met kids who were named after me. Do you 
know how many mini Coles are out there? More than one! What 
right do | have to tell those dads naming their sons after me was the 
stupidest thing they've done?" 


Rei tugs on his shoulder, and the old Typhlosion practically melts 
into his chest. He barely manages to keep himself from falling off the 
counter, Masters’ red eyes quiver as they hold off a river's worth of 
tears. He couldn't begin to think of what to say to this man, he could 
hardly process the tidal wave of information he threw into his Lap, 
yet alone what to say to someone crumbling before him. He's here 
for him regardless, holding the Typhlosion as the battle silently 
rages, and miraculously, the old Typhlosion has beaten the tide of 
tears - pulling away. 


"Miss, I'm going upstairs." He drops the pouch onto the counter, 
coins spilling all over. "| need to rest. Good night." 


The Salazzle wraps up the purse immediately, taking the coins 
which spilled out as hers while throwing the rest back to Rei. As 


Masters stumbles away she looks from her book into the Lucario's 
eyes. 


"Keep it, and promise me you'll bring your friend back some other 
day." The Lizard closes her book. "His is more entertaining than any 
story I've heard here. That isn't something | say lightly." 


"Gotchya. Rei says, swiping up the pouch. He waves goodbye, and 
follows Masters, stumbling up the spiral staircase. 


Upstairs the crescent moon door is open, and inside was the 
Typhlosion, crumbled up into a ball with his hat on the floor. In his 
embrace was the blue plush whom he purchased from early. He's 
not using the blankets, and there's ample room for Rei to catch 
some shut eye without awkwardly brushing up against the ghostly 
Typhlosion. 


Rei throws himself into bed, smothering himself into the red pillows. 
"Good night." he mutters to the Typhlosion behind him. 


Silence, not even a "you too", just the sound of a fully grown person 
trying not to cry. 
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30 - Registration 


Chapter 30: 30 - Registration 


The Krows have an announcement. Short chapter. 


Midday, they awoke midday. When Lucario finally wakes up he sees 
Masters by the bedside, slapping on his bandoliers, adjusting his 
hat. The second Lucario moves, his Murkrow's hat is thrown straight 
into his face. Guess it must've fallen off earlier. 


"Are you feeling the wine?" Masters asks, sliding off the bedside. 
"I'm already ready to go, and if you aren't then I'm dragging you 
outta here." 


Lucario grunts, his whole body feels like a slimy flesh thing as he 
squeezes out of blankets onto the floor. All things considered, 
especially after a night like yesterday, waking up only slightly 
hungover was a miracle. Lucario gets out of bed, slaps on his hat, 
and swallows the queasy feeling in his stomach. 


"Yeah, yeah, I'll be fine." Lucario finds his cloak left on the floor. He 
swings it over his shoulders and fastens it into place with an old pin. 
He holds up hand spikes. "I'm part steel, wine doesn't hit me as bad 
you know? Bones and teeth are brass, see?" 


The mutt pulls down on his mouth, and his brass teeth protrude from 
his mouth. Scratched onto the top row of his feraligatr smile are the 
words "Eat It" engraved so deep into his metal teeth that the pearly 
whites glisten underneath. 


"That's sure to make an impression!" Masters smiles back. "We'd 
ought to get going, the people who put the bounty on the gears are 
about to make an announcement. If my guess, they're announcing 
some rules for this hunt. | know you're the type of person who could 


care less about some silly old rules, but it's information I'd rather we 
have than not have. Sounds good, Luc?" 


Lucario nods. Masters wastes no time, holding the door open for 
Lucario and shutting it behind him. He leaves the moon-shaped key 
on the counter as they depart, the mid noon sun blasting them as 
they step out the purple door. 


The big light in the sky is perfectly above the towering stone, and the 
tent city usually hidden in the rock's shadow was washed in light and 
brimming with people. Explorers scurry along the streets, gathering 
around a large clearing in front of the doors leading to the 'Krow's 
offices. The eyes of these hundreds of onlookers are staring up at 
this teeny tiny outcropping, barely large enough to fit the pokemon 
perched atop of it. It takes Lucario's eyes a minute to adjust to the 
light, but when he does, he instantly recognizes the person up there. 


"Is...?" Lucrio manages to get a few paces down the road before 
being blocked by a crowd of explorers, people of all walks of life 
bearing the badges and cowls. He's never seen so many of these 
mooks gathered in one place. "Hey uh...'M?" he says, turning away 
from the blockade. 


"They're here for the announcement." Masters says, smiling. "You 
know something | don't, Luc?" 


Lucario moves up to Master's shoulder, then points at the creature 
perched above the crowd of onlookers. He can spot the glimpse of a 
glass in its wing claws, confirming his suspicion. 


"It's my old boss up there." He explains, squinting at the creature. 
"She's a some kinda dragon type, everyone calls her Boss. | 
recognize that wine from anywhere, she drinks it like it's water." 


"And?" Masters chuckles. "Her drinking habits don't seem too 
different from yours. You should've seen yourself last night, you 
were as thirsty as a cactus!" 


"Yeah, yeah, I'm a steel type. You're a ghost so | don't think you feel 
it either." Lucario groans. "Look, let me just be straight. She doesn't 
just drink wine, you know? The Noivern up there's part Golbat, she's 


a freak! She hates sunlight, she does all sorts of shady stuff and she 
only comes up for announcements like these." 


"Part Golbat? What, does she drink blood?" 


"Yes! Do | have to spell it out for you! Red wine, red blood, she's 
drinking it right in front of everyone's faces right now - can't you -" 


"Hey, shut up back there! She's about to speak!" 


A Krokorok at the back of the crowd shushes them silent, and the 
duo bite their tongues, waiting in silence like the rest of these money 
grubbing explorers. 


The bat's giant ears twitch. Suddenly, an awful sound screams 
through the crowd as everyone covers their ears, groaning and 
shouting. And before anyone can lodge a complaint or hurry into 
cover, her voice echoes out, silenting her unruly subjects. 


"Guild Brass of the Grass Continent, Conquerors of the Desert 
Continent, Saviors of the air Continent, and those ambitious few who 
adventure of their own accord - | welcome all to the hunt of a 
lifetime! Whereas the capture of these gears once spelled disaster 
for our world, the capture of these gears will spell a new age of fame 
and fortune!" 


A quiet murmur carries the crowd, hushed voices, people from the 
Grass Continent whispering about Time standing still and others 
speaking of disastrous consequences. She lifts a wing, a second 
buzzing noise screeches out, bringing the masses to a standstill. 


"The black Time Gears in this continent are unique, they exist to 
distort time - not maintain it. Taking them from their places will do no 
harm. The Exploration Guild Federation is keeping a watchful eye on 
this hunt, and if anything happens resembling the events of the 
Grass Continent, this game will end." 


"You may use whatever means you choose to obtain the Time 
Gears, but you are still beholden to the laws of the federation. Battle 
is not strictly forbidden. This is a competition, there is money on the 
line, but if you are discovered to have taken the life of another 


hunter, you will be disqualified and tried for your transgressions. You 
will then be forbidden from participating henceforth." 


"Halfway Rock is considered a safe zone for any and all, my 
Murkrow will be keeping a watchful eye on everyone. Assaulting 
another explorer searching for the gears while in Halfway Rock will 
also be grounds for immediate disqualification." 


There's another murmur through the crowd, quieter than before.. It 
seems people don't want their ears busted out for whining again, or 
worse, being disqualified for causing a scene. 


"A hundred thousand in coin will be given to whomever delivers a 
time gear to me. You may wish to use my Murkrow for delivering the 
gear. You may receive the payment upfront, or have it deposited in a 
partnered bank, the choice is yours." 


"Should someone claim the bounty on the gear, and choose to 
continue their hunt, they will be given two hundred on the second 
gear they turn in. Four hundred on the third, and eight on the fourth. 
This bounty will remain open until all Known Time Gears are within 
my posession, future changes and announcements will be held 
here. | wish all of you good hunting." 


The crowd breaks out into cheers and roars, and the earth shakes 
as they scatter, eager for fame and fortune. Lucario sees Boss 
spread her wings, vanishing in the uproar, probably off to drown 
herself in wine or whatever she does when she's in her musuem. 
This leaves two pokemon sitting in the streets outside of their weird 
inn, barely avoiding being trampled as they press their backs against 
the big purple doors. The amount of dust they kick up is like a 
sandstorm. 


"Your former Boss doesn't sound too bad of a person if she's 
brought the federation into this." Masters speaks. "If this hunt was 
remotely shady, | doubt she'd have even mentioned them." 


"| don't know who those guys are, and you don't need to explain 
them to me." Lucario grunts, folding his arms. "They're probably just 
here to make sure none of the guilds get up in this mess. I'm 
surprised she didn't have us register or something." 


"Register? Have you seen how many people are here?" 
Oh yes, tons. Way too many. These rookies are gonna thin out fast. 


"| have eyes, you know." Lucario looks out into the street, the tidal 
wave of pokemon having seemingly subsided. "The more we stand 
here the more they're getting a headstart. You got any idea where 
those gears are, genius?" 


"No, not yet. | have something | can do. It's better saved when we're 
safely out of town." 


Yes, the thing Masters did when he drew up a nigh perfect picture of 
where the other gear was. That thing - the sixth sense of his. Guess 
he wants to keep it a secret. Lucario sure wouldn't go announcing 
he had super unique, gear-hunting abilities to the world, especially 
not after the night before. 


Fighting Honchkrow feels like skimming the surface of the sorts of 
people tracking down the Time Gears. He had a whole plan to put 
them under, and he would've succeeded, weren't it for Masters 
slapping some sense into Lucario. Metaphorically, of course, 
Masters seems like the type of pokemon who would break into tears 
after giving someone a love tap. 


This Typhlosion has a story, he's got tons of them. A sixth sense for 
Time Gears, all these fancy garments, the cherry exploration-hungry 
demeanor. This typhlosion's the real deal through and through. The 
talk last night was the icing atop of this layered cake of growing 
suspicions. He can't trust to get this guy some drinks whenever he 
wants to poke about his past, there's gotta be a way. 


Maybe he can just ask? No, too easy. He'll say no. 


By time Lucario can think of something to say, the crowd's for the 
most part dispersed, they're no longer at risk of being turned into 
paste by walking out there. Masters steps away from the door, 
leading the way into the dust-covered streets. The surrounding 
merchant tents are already being flooded by droves of explorers, all 
looking to stock up for the dangerous hunt ahead. 


"We barely made it there in time." Masters says, walking side by 
side with Lucario. "| had my trick to find the place, and if we didn't 
use that, your friend would've been gone for sure." 


"What's your answer? If it's to get me to run faster than last time, it's 
a no-go." Lucario groans. "Honch a whole fleet of Murkrow helping 
him get there. He has wings, we have legs. As cool as it would be to 
sprout wings and fly, | don't think we can do that." 


"Obviously." 


They criss-cross through tents after tents, till they're down the big 
"road" they first came in on. This was the merchant's path, this is 
where all the good shopping's happening. Is Masters on the hunt for 
someone, a merchant - a friend of his? Maybe Minstrel decided to 
come on down to Halfway Rock for a gig, who knows? Lucario 
keeps his eyes open. 


"Remember what | said earlier, about pokemon who are born to be 
sprinters, Luc?" Masters pulls him aside as three identical-looking 
Mightyena race past, wearing scarves as dark as their manes. "I 
was thinking we could employ one of them, get their help somehow." 


"You want to pay someone when all we've got is-" Lucario examines 
Master's bandoliers, a pouch hanging by the Typhlosion's hip. "Look 
you can't even keep money, yet alone pay someone! We're not rich, 
we're two lucky guys who happened on some expensive stuff, okay? 
Why do you even want to find the gears anyways?" 


Masters doesn't say a word. He just blinks and stares at him like 
what Lucario's said were the dumbest things in the world. As 
Masters turns around he spots something down the lane which 
makes him like a firework. Oh no, is he- 


Yes he is . Masters scrambles up the funny blue tent, the Flaaffy 
behind the counter ecstatic to see the Typhlosion returning so soon. 
Masters unties the plush he had hanging on his bandolier like a 
hatchling, and approaches the counter with a big, childish smile. 


No, no way. He's not going to get rolled into talking about costumes 
for an hour. If this guy want to spend money on buying accessories 


for his stupid doll, then go for it, but he's not going to get himself 
embroiled into this mess. 


He turns around, and someone familiar stands on the edge of the 
crowd, the noon sun catching her hat and the eyes under there 
beckoning him. It's that ghost from Calico Town, why was she here? 
Was she following him? She's standing outside of a gap between 
two large tents. She vanishes upon making eye contact. 


Guess he'll get his answer soon. Lucario waves back to the 
Typhlosion who's not paying a single ounce of attention to him, and 
follows the ghost through a narrow gap. At the end of it was her tent 
from before, somehow looking even more out of this place wedged 
in a perfect cube in between the homes of dozens of merchants. 
Lucario plugs his nose, opens up the door flap, then steps inside. 


It's like stepping through a portal to Calico Town. This tent was 
exactly as he left it, same old clutter, same old cabinets of shelves in 
the back. Either she has a fleet of Corvknight at her beckon call to 
haul her tent wherever she goes, or she's really a stickler for details. 
Nonetheless, the phantom behind the desk is pleased to see him. 
Her fangs shine in the purple light as she motions to the two new 
additions to her abode: stools. What a luxury! 


She waits for Lucario to take a seat, then speaks at last. 


"How have you been?" She asks, leaning over the table, appendage 
stroking her chin. "Any new developments?" 


"| aged about a hundred years, and became a hundred years 
younger all in the span of an hour. | almost perished, and | think 
there may be permanent damage to my arm - I've never felt worse." 
Lucario groans. "Oh, | also found a Time Gear." 


Something about her instantly changes. He swears it's something in 
her smile, because those tiny fangs of hers peek out like a damn 
Arbok. The pink rings in her eyes hone into his heart. 


"Give it." 


Lucario undoes the twine keeping it pressed against his neck, and 


drops it into her appendages. She holds it up to her gaze. After a 
moment of nail-biting silence, then a gentle crackle leaves her 
mouth. 


"Aren't you unusual?" She speaks to the metal in her grasp. "You're 
nothing like your siblings on the Grass Continent. You shouldn't 
exist, and yet here we are, folklore proving itself to be true once 
again. A shame you are of little use to me alone." 


"How have you stumbled onto this, hm?" She tilts her head, staring 
at Lucario. "Did your friend give this to you knowing you would 
surrender it upon meeting me?" 


"| don't know, he just kinda knew the location of this gear." Lucario 
rubs his temples. "He used a kind of 'sixth sense’ or whatever to 
track this one to a berry farm. We matched the type of berry it was to 
a Winery in the woods further up north, and we got our hands on the 
gear, not without some struggle." 


"Some guy beat us there, he had a bunch of cronies too. We barely 
beat them, and | guess as a prize for not stabbing him in the back 
my friend forked it over. The one you've got has the ability to age 
one thing, and put those years into someone else. | wouldn't use it if 
| were you." 


"Oh no, | never planned to use their individual abilities. The powers 
of one pale to what the full collection of these black Time Time 
Gears can muster. And if these are what | believe they are, greedy 
people are the last of your worries, young man." 


Oh, so these were actually powerful artifacts? Time shaping abilities, 
waters which froze on contact, people driven crazy by a hundred 
thousand coin bounty. This whole continent was beginning to go 
mad, so maybe he'd just ought to play along at this point. 


"What's your plan for the gears? Gonna have me be your personal 
hound looking for Time Gears for you so you can get them all and 
use them to become, | don't know - a new Articuno or something?" 
Lucario laughs. "If your plan is some form of World Domination | 
really don't care as long as you give me a piece of the pie, you 
know? I've heard of worse plans before." 


"Why would | be so foolish, dear?" She takes his jest in good spirit. 
"If legend is to be believed, then collecting all of them won't make 
you some deity. It does not grant the ability to shape the world to thy 
whim, it will however let you make a significant nudge towards 
wherever your heart seeks most. You may use it to extend your life, 
bring back another, or perhaps distort time in a land to sucha 
degree as to make crops flourish for centuries to come. It's a 
singular choice more than it is a simple bequeathal of might." 


A wish, huh? Can't someone wish for something really bad? Yeah, 
probably, but is it more likely they're just gonna use it for something 
as simple as - who knows - making sure they live forever? Way 
more likely. This isn't a battle for the fate of the world or anything 
which would make Lucario the number one star in stories to come, 
it's for something way, way more personal. 


Come to think of it, he can't really put a value on the sweat and tears 
he shed fighting Honchkrow for control of his gear. A hundred 
thousand, or even the three hundred thousand weren't worth the 
price on what he's done to get his hands on just one of the gears. 


"Tell me, Lucario." She says his species clearly to invoke something. 
"Were you to go through all the trouble in collecting these gears, 
defeating countless explorers and conquering adversity, what would 
you use them for when you get them all? In what direction would you 
sway this world, hmm?" 


He came here to deliver a temporal package, not to answer 
questions regarding the universe from some ghostly mystic. This is 
out of his league. 


"| don't know. | don't think | care about what happens, I'm not 
ambitious. I'm not insecure about the state of my life." He clicks the 
top of his mouth. Now it sounds like he's calling her out, damnit. "If 
something were to happen like whatever went down in the Grass 
Continent, | think I'll live through it no problem. I'll Keep going, I'll 
keep finding these things, and if | were to get arrested before it 
happens then..." 


Who cares? He bites his tongue before the words can spill out. 
Somebody would care if he were to be forever locked in a bastille, it 


was Masters. 


"| can say | had a good run, that | did my best, that | beat a lot of 
these idiots to the punch. This is a violent game, it's only gonna get 
worse. | want my money before it ends, | want to be able to go free." 
He resists the urge to spit onto her floors. "There, happy?" 


"I'm quite pleased with your answer, but | have one more thing to 
ask. Would you say your greatest desire is to be free?" She's 
leaning close, the gear in her appendages hanging within reach, 
begging for it to be stolen. "Are coins, and this gear, tools to meet 
your ends?" 


She reaches up to the two bands dangling down her hand. In a swift 
motion she pulls a piece of spectral silk out of it, mending the wound 
instantly through the power of the gear as he feels a faint push and 
pull of her balancing their ages around. She ties a knot through the 
gear then places it into his palm. 


"You have many troubles ahead of you. | am not someone who 
wages her chances on bets she cannot influence. Your chances of 
finding these gears would improve if you were to take this ability on 
your journey." 


She tugs on his hand with surprising force, bringing him so close 
those fangs of hers look ready to chomp clean into his flesh. Their 
eyes meet. He's too afraid to look away. 


"You, Lucario, have shown yourself invaluable to me. Bring more 
gears to me, and | will use every connection to ensure you walk a 
free man. You will have my endless guidance in your journey." 


"Or, you can leave it here, and abandon this perilous quest right 
now. | will do what | can to pay off your bounty, to ensure you walk 
free, however we will speak no longer. Our business together will 
draw to a close." 


"The choice is yours." 


Her appendages were firmly ensnared around his one hand, 
squeezing his fingers over the cold, cold metal. Walk away from 


everything right or see how far he could make it with her guidance 
and Masters at his side. The firery stranger had saved him from the 
one and only pokemon who would've hunted him to the ends of his 
earth. 


The 'Krows are off his tail. He fulfilled his part of a bargain, freedom 
is one yes or no shake away. 


What happens if he gives up the gear? Does he say farewell to 
Masters, go on living the best life free from stupid mistakes of his 
past? What does he have to gain by taking it? A friend? A long road 
of troubles? He'd be hunting the gears for the same freedom he 
could've gained right here, right now. Were he to abandon this road 
now, he will most certainly curse himself for never taking her deal. 


The light overhead, the steady smoke of billowing incense, and the 
shine of hundreds of orbs blur together. It's like he's in a whole 
different world, on center stage, waiting for the judgement of 
something powerful. Who is this merchant exactly? 


Lucario takes a deep breath. The longer he stays here, the more her 
eyes seem to undo him; the longer that gear's biting cold gets into 
his hand. He's made his choice. Lucario slides his hand out of hers, 
gear in hand, bound to him by a peculiar purple thread. 


"Wise choice." 


The silence rings between them. Lucario ties the gear to his 
shoulder, hiding it under a maroon colored cape. She reaches into 
her collection, and rolls out an odd looking Orb, one almost as 
purple as her eyes with its amethyst gleam. She lays a cloth hand 
on it. 


"Now what do we need, my Lucario? Who, or what may | help you 
find?" 


31 - Glacier 


Chapter 31: 31 - Glacier 


Masters and Lucario with help from Mismagius go looking for a ride. 


// Could honestly work at a one shot idk. 


"You've used the Gears, Luc, what am | supposed to do?" 


Lucario looks through the contents of their new pack - a standard old 
explorer's bag easily hidden under his cowl - and takes a quick sip 
of Aspear Wine before stuffing it back away. Seeds, a couple 
berries, two Wonder Orbs given to them by her truly. It's enough for 
a good dungeon run. They didn't need these to brave the Glacial 
Frontier, both explorers were fortunate enough to have resilience to 
cold, but it was a welcomed weight off their backs. Figuratively, of 
course. The pack is a bit heavy. 


He looks over at The Typhlosion fiddling with the gear. Masters flips 
it over, examines it, tries everything except bashing it against 
something. 


The sky is overcast, and a small layer of snow blankets the hills 
around them. The last pokemon they saw were merchants from 
Lapis Town heading southwards. Where they are right now seems a 
bit like the middle of nowhere. It feels like nothing else exists right 
now other than the snow trickling down overhead and the two 
pokemon sitting in the middle of it. 


"| don't know. Both times | had one I'd see weird things, and | 


kinda..." Lucario rubs his temples, trying to remember. "I kinda just 
thought about it and the gear did its thing. Have you tried, you know, 
not forcing it? Maybe you're giving it stage fright." 


Masters looks at the black gear, frost having built up in the same 
hand he holds it in. He shuts his eyes, places both his hands on it, 
takes a deep breath. Nothing happens. He thrusts it out. 


"Gearin' Time!" Masters shouts, trying once and then trying again. 
"In the name of time, | shall punish you! Go Time Gear!" 


"Stop that!" Lucario grabs hold of the Typhlosion's arm. "You're 
making yourself look stupid and it's clearly not working! Put that 
thing away before you wake up the ferals." 


"What ferals?" Masters blinks. 


"Exactly, 'M. We don't know if we're surrounded, and we won't know 
if we've entered a dungeon till we're too deep to get ourselves out! 
Don't go shouting stuff like you're some kinda hero or something. If 
you're gonna play with your gear, do so when we're camped on your 
own time." 


"Own time?" Masters laughs, putting the gear back around his neck. 
"We've been travelling for days Luc, can't | get a moment or two to 
try something out, train a bit? Surely you understand keeping 
yourself in prim and proper shape, you're a fighting-type aren't you?" 


"Sure, train all you want, just don't shout to the world you own a time 
gear, okay?" Lucario grumbles, staring at the thing dangling by the 
Typhlosion's neck. "Look, if you wanna figure out what your gear 
does, then just give it to me and I'll give her a whirl." 


"Not happening" Masters states. "You have yours, | have mine." 
"Then don't yell about it, okay?" 


There is nothing wrong about training, there is nothing wrong about 
beating other pokemon to the brink of their life with powerful, earth- 
shattering moves. Everything about fighting each other is normal, it's 
what people were built to do. What is not normal is telling everyone 
you own one of the most coveted artifacts of your time and using it 


like it's some kinda magical rod which it both sorta is - and most 
certainly not. Lucario wants to swipe the thing from Masters here 
and now, but his hands are too busy with a map. 


"Oh, | understand.” Masters lets out a sigh, dragging his feet through 
the snow as Lucario leads the path, peeking over at the paper. "How 
close are we? What exactly is out there in the middle of nowhere?" 


"The person we're looking for." Lucario glances back at Masters. 
"You wanted someone on board to give us rides, the very same 
friend who gave us the pack and some money for a house over our 
heads gave us a map leading us to them. They're out in the wastes 
somewhere, at some place outside of Lapis Town." 


"Which friend?" 


"The ghost from Calico Town." Lucario answers, stuffing the map 
away. "She's helping me, I'm helping her. She's got some kind of 
sixth sense like you do, and she pointed us to a guy stuck in ice 
somewheres. Said it was a Rapidash." 


"Oh, really?" Masters skips ahead, keeping in pace with Lucario. 
"You're still friends with her? | didn't say it earlier but she really gives 
me some bad vibes - suspicious vibes if | do say. She's obviously 
helping you, but what does she want?" 


Obviously she wants the gears. Maybe the Typhlosion's looking to 
hear it from the mouth of Lucario himself to confirm his suspicions. 
Lucario's willing to oblige. 


"She's looking for the Gears, she's covering us in terms of money, 
and resources. You can keep your gears, | don't care." Lucario 
grunts. "Do you have a problem with this?" 


"Not at all, as long as you're getting your dues then there's nothing 
wrong in turning in your prizes to someone else. | can't help but 
keep on wondering what she wants these gears for, because if it's 
money you'd have just turned them in. I've heard some rumours 
about supposed anti-gears in my past, and what you and | have 
found seem mighty close to this legend. 


"Legend?" Lucario raises an eyebrow. 


"A fairytale. Your boss up said these gears exist to distort time, their 
counterpart - found on the grass continent - keep time in check. So 
any fancy tricks you're doing to age creatures or any abilities we see 
in our eventual future, they're all possible due to the gears messing 
with time." 


"And messing with time's not going to just ruin everything for 
everyone?" Lucario taps the gear hidden beneath his cowl. "If | use 
this thing, space is not gonna blow us up and stretch us into noodles 
or something, right?" 


"These are Time Gears, not Space Gears." Masters laughs. He 
doesn't sound the least bit worried about the temporal artifact 
around his neck. "Say, how long ago did you first find one of these 
things? Three weeks?" 


"Yeah, three." 


"Then that's plenty of time to have watched and made sure nothing 
wrong is gonna happen from you or | using these. We'll be fine, use 
‘em to your heart's content. Your other ex-boss said | was an infinite 
fountain of years, so you can age others and fix yourself for as much 
as you like so long as I'm right by you." The Typhlosion elbows him 
lightly. "And | never abandon anyone." 


Somewhat reassuring coming from the mouth of someone who's 
supposedly way more experienced than anyone else on his 
continent. Lucario stares off for a moment, then sees the Typhlosion 
lift the Time Gear from under his cloak. 


"You wanna hold this and try using it?" Masters asks, exposing his 
gear to the fresh air. "If you yoink on it I'm gonna pull it back. Tell me 
if you feel anything." 


Lucario reaches over his shoulder, rolling his eyes as his fingers 
touch the cold metal. He waits and waits, awkwardly walking 
alongside his companion, hoping something of interest to arouse 
from the gear. After seconds, then minutes, Lucario feels nothing. 
There's no changes in his perception, no sudden rush of power, just 


a sort of dull feeling from holding this glacially cold object in his 
hand. 


With a flick, he surrenders it back to the Typhlosion, a look of 
disappointment across his face. 


"| don't feel a thing holding that." Lucario sighs. "So maybe yours is 
just broken, who knows? Maybe it's because you're a ghost?" 


Lucario mutters, interrupting himself. "No, can't be." 


"You saw a ghost use these?" Masters’ face lights up with surprise. 
"Wait a second, she was over in Halfway rock and you actually-" 


Lucario palms down his face. Oh he's done it now - let him know 
he's giving scary mysterious ghosts time gears for free. A foul 
feeling of doubt begins to rise inside his throat. He should've taken 
that other deal, dammit all. 


"| gave it to her and she wanted to keep it okay? She gave me a 
choice, between the two options | went with the one which lets me 
keep on traveling with you. | let her hold the gear for a second and 
she used to make me a little rope out of her weird silk." Lucario pulls 
down his cloak, flashing his shoulder to Masters. "She's paying for 
my bounty, and I'm helping her out." 


"You're gonna give her these Time Gears, which as we've 
established, got these fancy powers?" He sounds more worried than 
angered. "She didn't say she wanted them for the money back in 
Calico Town, is she gonna use them? Lucario, you can't be giving 
these things to just anyone you know." 


"Because collecting them all does something, she said it can nudge 
the world in a direction, so | think you can just use them to wish for 
whatever - nothing big. If they could make you, me or anyone into 
super powerful deities, | wouldn't have handed them off to anyone. | 
would've kept mine all to myself, and we would've been floored by a 
power-hungry lunatic long before we got to be pals, okay?" 


Lucario's cheeks are flushed with frustration. They're so hot, they 
turn the snowfall hitting their face into steam. 


"Are you sure she's not lying to you?" Masters raises an eyebrow, 
leaning towards the angry hound. "You got duped once before. It's 
how you ended up like this." 


Lucario glares right back at The Typhlosion, his anger hiding the 
doubts and questions whirring inside his mind. What is Masters 
trying to do? Aren't they all on the same page? 


"| can't be sure." Lucario restrains himself from shouting, balling his 
hands into tight fists. "| got my freedom for now, but it's not going to 
last forever. | want those Time Gears, | want to use them so no one 
could get in my way ever again. I'm not power hungry, I'm not some 
kind of villain you'd hear in those kiddie guildie stories. | want to be 
free, to do what | want, and never be bothered again by the likes of 
Honchkrow or the rest of this world's crazies. We have a reason to 
want to help eachother." 


"I'm not betraying you, I'm not betraying her." Lucario shies away 
from Master's gaze. "I trust you because you saved me, | have to 
trust her." 


Several seconds of silence pass, glacial winds howling in their ears 
like the ticking of a steady clock. Masters backs away, a quiet, 
somber look coming across his face. 


"No." Masters sighs. "| want the gears for the same reason you do, 
for their combined power. In the myth, they spoke of these gears as 
a counterpart to the ones which caused so much strife fifteen years 
ago. It was said these gears would let you do something beyond 
time and space." 


"| told Minstrel my story. In exchange for him being able to write 
songs about it, | had him promise me if he found anything 
resembling a kind of twisted time gear, to beckon me. He upheld his 
promise, and that's how we've bumped into each other." 


"Everytime you trust or befriend someone, you give up a piece of 
yourself to them. They decide what they can do with it. They can 
nurture it, or let it rot. | trust you, Rei. 


A lick of fire leaves Masters' mouth. 


"| don't want the gears for the money. | wish | could tell you why." 


He wouldn't use that name if he did not mean it. Masters has been 
on this hunt long before it was ever a thought in his boss' mind. A 
journey like this has its toll. He doesn't have it in him to start 
coddling a fully grown man for feeling bad, it's not in his blood. For 
as cruel as it seems, maybe Masters appreciates him for his 
bluntness. 


Lucario keeps his proverbial arms to himself, opening up a map. 
Wherever they're looking for is right inside of a glacier somewhere in 
the wastes. 


Pass Lapis Town - where they had passed a few hours ago - is the 
Glacial Frontier. It is an overwhelming mass of cold eating up the 
north of the dusk continent like a tooth cavity. When the Dark 
Season approaches, it becomes a sea of Darkness, Snow, and 
Distortions wrought by the numerous mystery dungeons. 


Only a fool would brave a front like these. Fortunately, there are 
plenty of fools to go around. They call themselves explorers, they 
make their living off these wastelands. Their Destination, Spinal 
Glacier, isn't a dungeon in the traditional sense. The ghost simply 
said it's a place where people pilgrim; where many more never 
leave. 


Frozen in the walls of this dungeon is where they will find their ally. 


"When you mentioned a Glacier, | didn't know what to expect." 


Masters stares in awe at what's before them. Nestled deep ina 
valley is a gigantic block of ice, looking as though a colossal 
creature had lifted it out of somewhere and dropped it here. A 
massive entryway, big enough to fit a cart, has been carved into the 
base of the valley. Fire rages outside, tents are gathered round, and 
ancient-looking, stone structures flank the great enterance while a 
statue perches above it glaring at the masses below. What in the 
world have they stumbled on out here? 


"She did mention people taking pilgrimage, is this..." Lucario stares 
bewilderedly at the map, before deciding it's all but useless, stuffing 
it away. "Hey what do you know about the big guys, Legendaries, 
deities whatever you call them?" 


"I've met a couple, | think." 
Lucario spits out a non-existent drink. 


"You've met a couple? You've met Legendaries before? You never 
told me?" 


"My memory's foggy anyways." Masters rolls his eyes. "Their 
personalities vary like everyone else, don't fight them alone - trust 
me, it's a bad idea. You're not weird if you worship a few of them, 
just don't pick a bad one." 


"There are bad ones?" 


"There are bad pokemon. Legendaries are deific beings, but they're 
pokemon. Pokemon can be bad and can be good-" Masters snaps 
himself out of it. "How old are you? Do | need to tell you this?" 


"No, you don't, | just don't like thinking there's stupidly strong 
pokemon out in the world who can start making us dance if he wants 
to." Lucario looks down into the snowy valley, trying to get a look at 
the statues through the fog of a light flurry. "If | were still a stupid 
little Riolu, I'd be having nightmares about Articuno smashing down 
my window because of you." 


"Nightmares? Wait until you hear about-" Masters looks around like 
someone's watching them. "Actually no, let's not invoke him. Any 
idea what those statues are down there?" 


Invoke? What was he about to do, summon someone? Lucario 
shrugs. 


"| was going to ask you the same thing, 'M. That's why | asked in the 
first place, and | don't wanna make assumptions about their gods to 
what are probably priests down there." 


Lucario looks down at the slope in front of him, a clear, long descent 


to their destination. The pokemon below seem utterly oblivious of 
the two scoping them out. He turns behind them. There's something 
sticking out at the edge of the forest, an overturned tree. Lucario 
raises an eyebrow. 


"Hey, wanna try something stupid?" Lucario says, staring at the log. 
"Grab that log over there." 


"Huh?" Masters swivels around. His face lights up, glancing back at 
Lucario and the buried thing."You're thinking what I'm thinking?" 


"Oh yeah." 


It takes a but a few minutes of hauling this thing out of the snow with 
their collective might, scoring off some bad pieces, punching holes 
into it fists and abilities to turn this upturned log into a doom-sled of 
idiotic size. It looks like a canoe a water-allergic Charmeleon would 
make and nearly drown in after trying to row it. Both pokemon get in 
with barely enough room for the both of them. Winds blow in their 
face as they peek over the sloped precipice. Only now does it occur 
they could probably get seriously hurt for this, yet neither of them 
seem keen on backing down 


Lucario, heading at the front, can feel the heat of Master's flame as 
it flares nervously. "That's uh..." Master hums. 


"A big drop?" Lucario hocks a glob of spit down the way. It instantly 
vanishes it before it can hit the men below. Who knows if they can 
see these two playing with death above them. "We'll be fine, the 
worst thing that can happen is | perish and become a ghost." 


"It doesn't work that way-" 


Lucario digs his hand into the snow and shoves them towards their 
doom. The air bursts out of Minstrels lungs as he shrieks, 
plummeting with Lucario down into the valley with a trail of snow 
blazing behind their crude log-mobile. The cold, icy air blasts their 
faces, punishing them for ever having thought this was a good plan. 
It was too late to stop. They are two souls in a log-shaped coffin. 


"We're going too fast! Steer, steer!" Masters yells into his ear, it's 


like he's suddenly forgotten he is already dead. "Come on, Luc!" 


"We're fine!" Lucario turns back, grinning in his face. "We're fine! 
Just hold on tight till we-" 


A bump rattles their sled, knocking them off to the side. Both 
pokemon grip onto the edges of the edges of their hollowed out 
seats, then at once, yank their bodies right - putting them back on 
track to careen into the camps below. At this point, they can see the 
tiny durant-sized figures below beginning to notice the big purple fire 
blazing towards them. Some, youngsters by the sounds of them, 
cheer the duo on. While those with half a brain make way for the 
missile careening their way. 


They keep going, faster and faster, Lucario can't keep his eyes open 
anymore. He shuts them tight, holds onto his cart, then hopes for the 
best. 


PPFT! 


Their sled careens into a mound of plowed up snow in the valley. 
The idiots riding the cart are sent flying into the earth. By sheer luck, 
they don't hit something hard and break their backs. They just fly 
out, then crumble somewhere in the "street" leading out of the 
glacier. 


His ears are pounding, his face feels frozen into this perpetual, 
terrified grin. Masters on the other hand gets right up, burning the 
snow around him in his panic. They are instantly surrounded by a 
mass of onlookers, the majority of whom wearing these silly, icy-blue 
robes. One such creature is a pipsqueak of a Snorunt who breaks 
through the gathering crowd. 


"Hey! That was cool-cool, not just cool but icy cool, glacial cool!" The 
accented, robed Snorunt snorts in a high-pitched voice. "Are you 
two okay?" 


Lucario, feeling his pack still on his back, pulls out a bottle of 
Aspear. He swallows down a quick drink of the bitter burning juice 
before he speaks. There are about four, maybe five pokemon 
looking at him. One he recognizes as a miniature Beartic back from 


Halfway Rock, while the others are these tiny robed Ice or Water- 
type strangers. 


"I'm fine, 'M?" 
Masters raises a hand, panting. 


"Yeah, okay! | just need a moment for my fire to light back up - 
you're not smart for recommending this, you know?" 


"You would've said to do the same thing, you and your kid's toys." 
Lucario groans, his arms feeling like icicles as he slowly gets onto 
his feet. The Snorunt keeps staring at him like he is someone who 
fell out of the sky. "What's wrong with you, eh? We're here for a 
reason. Can you get us into that big glacier of yours?" 


"Oh no no no! You're cool but unless Elder says you're cool, then 
you're not Winter-cool, dig?" 


"You know what's cool? Shutting your mouth!" Lucario rustles his 
cloak, the snow sagging off of him like dust. "Can you get us into the 
Glacier or not? | don't care about being cool, 'dig'?” 


"Wow! You have no fear of authority! That's so cool of you!" 


"| said shut your mouth snowflake, or you're about to see what my 
fists do to Ice-types!" The crowd of Ice-type children, all except for 
the Snorunt, scurry into their blue tents. "Can we just go walk into 
the glacier? Huh? Do | need your Elder's permission, huh? Tell me!" 


"W-Well you do n-need a pilgrim's permission, coolio!" The Snorunt 
shivers in fear, a sound like icicles clattering together permeates 
from their body. "You're here on pilgrimage right, here to speak with 
Winter?" 


The second mention is what it takes to slap sense into Lucario. His 
eyes go wide open, and he turns his head to the three statues 
overlooking the glacier's entrance. While two of the statues lie in 
disrepair, one is made of an illustrious lapis and blue glacier ice - a 
huge, regal avian. A mane of slick feathers flows behind their head 
like wind, while crystals crown their head like royalty. Even if he had 
no idea what the pokemon behind the fabled name was, one look at 


the statue could invoke a sense of reverence in the most jaded of 
pokemon. 


There she is. Winter's Wind, Articuno. 


Masters rises, walking up to a Lucario who stares in utter disbelief at 
the thing in the distance. The Typhlosion clears his throat then nods 
at the snivelling, shivering Snorunt. 


"Please, mind my friend." Masters continues for Lucario, smiling. 
"He may be rude from time to time but | assure he means well. He 
and | are here on Pilgrimage to this very site. We've heard of this 
blessed place from travellers abound, so we came to visit. Pardon 
our rude entrance of course, we just wanted a little fun before we get 
here." 


The Snorunt stops shivering. 


"Cool, cool! Very cool! There's nothing wrong with having a little fun 
sledding, | do it all the time!" Snorunt's smile is massive and 
beaming. "| can go ask the Elder, and he'll let me know if you're 
allowed! He's pretty cool, so he'll probably let you in! We just keep 
an eye on people because Winter is scared of strangers, you cool?" 


"I'm cool, very cool." Masters nods along. "I'm cool with anything, 
long as we get in there and see what we've been travelling all this 
way for. Don't wanna make this journey for naught, do you?" 


"Never in a million years, cool!" The little creature chirps, before 
plodding off towards one of the huts gathered round. 


Once out of sight, Masters instantly turns to Lucario. 


"You could've gotten your way earlier if you just played along.” 
Masters grumbled, him too shaking off the snow on himself. "You're 
lucky this kid doesn't know better or else the whole camp would be 
on us for threatening their young. Are you uh..." 


"I'm not stupid." Lucario bemoans, folding his arms. "Stop calling me 
stupid, we both wanted to do the dumb slide thing, so just - just don't 
okay?" 


"Will do." 


He looks to whence the Snorunt fled, and watches as moments later 
this titan of an ice type comes shambling out of the tent they hurried 
through. The gigantic ice type resembles the very same glacier they 
stand towards, shaking the snowy earth with each step of their four 
powerful legs. Bright blue banners dangle from their body. The 
Snorunt hops alongside them in tune with their powerful steps. 


"These are the two cool guys I'm talking about who came right down 
the mountain! The Snorunt smiles, pointing at the two strangers with 
gleey "You totally should've seen them, Avalugg! They're cool, cool- 
cool!" 


How many times can the runt say cool? As it approaches Lucario 
puts on a smile, trying his best to greet the gigantic Elder warmly. 


"My name's Lucario." 
"And | am Masters." The Typhlosion next to him also smiles. 


The giant thing stops shy of arm's reach, observing each of the two 
strangers with its yellow, and purple eyes. Down its neck are a 
series of icicles dripping from their chin like a beard of ice. This guy 
seems old, about as old as the block of ice. 


"lam Elder Avalaugg, maintainer of Winter's abode. Pleasure to 
have met you two. | would offer thy a hand but a smile is good 
enough" The living hunk of icer raises its chin at them. "| welcome 
you to Spinal Glacier, home of Winter's Wind and all of its followers. 
What brings you two to our palace?" 


"We're pilgrims." Masters steps forth, taking the reins from Lucario. 
"We're here to step foot in the glacier, and catch a glimpse of Winter 
for ourselves. We've traveled far, starting all the ways from Calico, 
through Halfway Rock, and now here. We are as exhausted as we 
are dedicated." 


Master's improv skills are on point because the Elder seems to 
absolutely buy it. The cherry Snorunt nudges the block of ice, 
cheering him on. 


"The Dark Season is upon us, man of Flame." The avalugg glances 
at the flames flickering from under Masters’ hat. "She would have 
you consumed by the winds if she did not want you here. | welcome 
you two to our abode. Shall | bring you to our glacier?" 


Before answering, Lucario steals another swig of Aspear from his 
pack. When he points the bottle at Masters, he politely declines. 


"Most certainly, Elder." Masters clasps his hands in prayer of some 
kind. "We have come far, a tour of her abode would make our 
evening." 


The avalug's mandibles clack and crack against their ice flesh as 
they laugh. 


"Then | shall not waste a second longer! You and Lucario, follow!" 


Elder spins around, earth shaking with each movement of their legs, 
and leads them down the short slope leading to the entrance of 
Spinal Glacier. The Snorunt hops alongside them, smiling all the 
while, loving every second of travelling alongside these "cool-cool" 
explorers from lands afar. Master grins at the two, then leans in 
towards Lucario, whispering quietly. 


"Who are we looking for?" 


"A four-legged pokemon, like Rapidash or Zebstrika. She said 
they're gonna be frozen in ice, when we see them you'll know." 


"Then what?" Masters whispers back, Winter's statue fading 
overhead. "Do | just thaw them out? It can't be difficult, I'll just fire off 
Eruption at them then call it a day." 


"Eruption?" 


The so-called pilgrim glances at the two ahead of them as they enter 
a sapphire-blue hallway of ice, carved out by all the pilgrims before 
them. A four-way intersection lies ahead, and when stepping into it, 
the Elder leads them straight left through a pair of icy, gigantic 
doors. 


"Think of it as a move that blows out all of the Fire-Type energy in 


me at once, like an explosion." Masters whispers, keeping an eye 
between the Avalugg and the walls around them. "It hurts, and | can 
only do it when I'm not hurt. | would've used it on the Murkrow if | 
didn't want to incinerate them, it's my third trick after Infernal Parade 
and Thunderpunch." 


Lucario shudders. Thunderpunch, right, the same electric move 
which tore through him at the bottom of basalt peak. Thinking about 
it makes his body shudder with dread. 


"What's your fourth?" Lucario asks, eyeing the walls around them. 
They're separated by large segments of non-ice, each "square" 
housing a pokemon frozen in ice. "| have Aura Sphere, Bone Rush, 
and Bullet Punch. My fourth's Dark Pulse, it's just throwing out a raw 
angry Aura at people - it's not special." 


"My fourth is just Smokescreen, friend." Masters smiles at him. 
Turning back to Avalugg, they stop them before one of many 
pokemon trapped in the ice. It's some kind of bipedal electric type, 
maybe a Heliolisk?. "What's this? A prisoner of our lord?" 


"Oh yes, indeed." The Avalugg points its jagged head at the dark 
metal plates on the Heliolisk's shoulders. "Do you see the metal up 
there? Only the Knight's quarter wore such armor, legendary 
warriors whom Winter preserved for all us to learn from." 


Masters looks between it and masters. The helmet on their face 
barely hides the fear in the eyes.. It's as though they were struck 
down, then plastered along the walls in the very same pose as their 
demise. Their eyes are frozen in time, trapped in a state of unfiltered 
horror. 


"Learn?" Masters ponders aloud. "I don't think there's much to learn 
from this statue here other than to fear Winter. Do tell, what am | 
supposed to take away from such a grizzly sight? Admiration?" 


The posh voice Masters puts on grates on Lucario's ears, but 
Avalugg and Snorunt continue to suck it up like it's honey. 


"Reverence is all our lady wants! She is the guardian of this 
Continent, more effective than the knight ever claimed he was." 


Elder Avalugg slowly raises one of its gigantic limbs, poking the 
electric creature trapped beneath all the ice. "She has protected us 
from all manner of interlopers. Care to see her greatest catch?" 


"Oh please show us!" Masters indulges them, and the walking 
iceberg waddles ahead, leading them down the circular hall until 
another gruesome frozen sight hits them. 


This time, it's an armored Luxray frozen in ice, and beneath them is 
a four legged, unusual looking creature. Its mane is a bright pink and 
blue, giving off a light which betrays its lifeless form. Trapped in a 
prison of ice, it hangs there lifelessly, eyes bloodshot and staring in 
horror at the armored behemoth underneath it. Both Avalugg, and 
the pipsqueak leading them through the circle smile at these frozen 
creatures. 


"The equine beast before you.” Avalugg gestures its head as its 
mane, and both "pilgrims" see this unusual, diamond-shaped badge 
clipped to their hair ."They have the badge of an Outsider, creatures 
who all these armored soldiers once defended us against. And 
Winter, acting in the absence of the Black Knight, froze them for all 
eternity." 


"She works wonders to protect us from the terrors outside our world, 
imprisoning those awful outsiders here in her home." Avalugg pokes 
his chin up at Masters, smirking. "You and your companion are 
thankful for such protection." 


"Indeed we are." Masters humors him. 


That badge. This is the pokemon whom Mismagius foretold of. 
There's not going to be any other equine pokemon here as notable 
as the one frozen before them. The question is, how are they gonna 
get them out? 


"| like the pony up there, very cool." Lucario eyes the hunk of ice, 
trying to imagine where he'd punch to cause the wall to tumble. "And 
| don't think I've ever seen a pokemon in armor, they look kinda silly 
but | guess it's cool." 


"Cool, cool." A voice squeaks from behind. 


"She has plenty of these warriors." Avalugg stomps up, nudging 
them forwards with its flat head. "Come on, there's more to show 
you. We haven't even gotten to the spring here, or the commons!" 


"Commons?" Masters speaks up. "You have a cooking place here?" 


"Well, what home wouldn't? We tend to prepare our meals cold 
here, we have all sorts of frozen berries, meats too." The Elder 
smiles. "Come, | can get you seated in the commons - it's just up 
around the bend, these dungeon halls go in a big circle you know?" 


This place is not a mystery dungeon, it is just a plain old dungeon 
where bad pokemon go. Except of being stuck in a cell, they are 
trapped in a wall until someone comes along whois dumb enough to 
bust them out. 


"Oh, can you just go prepare it and have the boy here fetch us when 
it's done?" Masters says, nudging Lucario. "My friend here's a huge 
fan of the Knight and his original quarter of friends, we just wanna 
stay here to look at guy's armor if that's okay?" 


Avalugg stays still, yellow eyes flickering between the duo and the 
pint sized pokemon. Thinking nothing of it, they smile, beckoning the 
Snorunt to hop along with them to the kitchen. As they round the 
corner out of sight, Masters instantly turns to Lucario. 


"| hate deceiving people." Masters whispers. "But | think they've 
bought it. What's your plan, Luc?" 


"Would you be angry with me if | said | didn't come here with a 
plan?" Lucario sees the color drain on Masters' face as he speaks. 
"She - the ghost told me we weren't going to have a problem with 
this. | think she knows this place, she's probably seen this Rapidash 
before. We get them out, feed them the Aspear we've got saved, 
then we're out of this place." 


"Then, a second question, if | may. Do you expect our new friend to 
be in any condition to run away with us?" Typhlosion stares up the 
frozen pink horse. "Who knows how long they've been stuck up 
there, their legs might not even be working." 


Lucario puts a hand to his chin, his ears poking through his Murkrow 
hat flicker as the sound of clashing cutlery echoes down the hallway. 
Those two ice-types are working fast for their esteemed guests. The 
time for thinking was before he ever set foot in here. 


"We're up high in a valley, there's a long way down from here. We'll 
just haul them out, strap them to the log, then we leave, sound 
good?" 


"No actually, it sounds terrible. But we don't have the time to take a 
better one. Rapidash are fire-types, right?" Masters keeps shooting 
his gaze between Lucario and the odd looking pony, anxious. 
"Right?" 


The clattering stops, tiny little footsteps begin to skip down the hall, 
followed shortly by the earth-shattering stomps of a living ice block. 
There's no sense of urgency, the idea someone would be so foolish 
has never crossed their mind. Is Winter's Wind here? How is she 
gonna react to them making off with her prisoner? Is she even a 
player in this game of gear nonsense? 


Who can say? There's only one question he can answer now. 
"What do you think 'M! Of course they're fire-" 


Masters lifts off his hat, revealing a head of raging purple fire. In on 
emotion he bows and unleashes what Lucario can only describe as 
a sun. Chunks of fire spew out, showering the wall of ice like fiery 
hailstones, decimating the prison with a gigantic Eruption. Chunks of 
ice clatter down, cracks rip across the surface of this once pristine 
palace. When the shroud of ghostly smoke settles two barely 
conscious pokemon splash down into the pool of glacier water, and 
a mortified howl echoes down the hall. 


"What did you two do?!" The Avalugg barges around the bend, their 
stumpy legs clatter and splash on the watery floor. They sound 
terrified. "Oh no, Oh no!" 


Lucario looks around, seeing a partially submerged Rapidash stir 
from their slumber. He pulls out the bottle, opens it up, then 
smushes it right into the pony's face. 


"Drink, It's Aspear. Come on!" 


He sees Masters throw his hat back on and dash towards the exit, 
passing by the Heliolisk on the way out. After finishing most of the 
bottle in a single long swig, the Horse stands. Instead of a fire, their 
mane instead explodes into a brilliant shade of purples and pinks. 
The diamond badge clipped into their hair barely keeps them from 
draping over their face. 


Their voice was something Lucario couldn't expect. 


"Aboard, sire!" The glittery horse commands in a dignified, manly 
voice. "| owe you my life for my freedom, or a ride at the very least!" 


Tall, pink, and talking he had been cut out of a storybook. He has 
Outsider, or at least weirdo written all over him. He is also Lucario's 
ticket away from here. Lucario hops on, and the Rapidash 
immediately books it, his hooves clacking on the icy floor. They 
aren't the only ones racing out of here. Looking back reveals a 
frightening sight. 


The Luxray is right behind them, the segments of Iron armor moving 
in tandem with their every step. Strands of golden lightning streak 
behind them as they bolt past the Rapidash towards the frozen 
Heliolisk. Their fangs glow red hot as they begin tearing through the 
ice, ripping what is likely their comrade free. 


Did he unleash a thousand year old menace back in the world in the 
form of whoever the Knight's followers were? Probably. It would not 
be the first mistake of today. 


Rapidash careens around the corner, barely managing to stop on 
the icy floor, and dashes out into the snowy light. Masters is waiting 
outside with a hoard of confused masses wondering what sort of 
nonsense these two got up to. 


Masters holds up a hand, Lucario grabs it, swinging the Typhlosion 
on the back of their sparkly savior. Anyone smart enough scurries 
away upon seeing them barge out of the glacier, forming two lines of 
ogling onlookers who watch them glide down the valley. The speed 
at which this eccentric equine carries them to safety could make a 


Swellow take pause. 


On the hooves of this strange man the duo, now a trio, vanish into 
the infinite white of the Dusk Continent's Glacial Frontier. Masters' 
fire fades in the flurry while Rapidash's mane glistens like a beacon. 
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32 - Breather 


Chapter 32: 32 - Breather 


The Duo takes a breather, get to know their new friend. | hate 
naming chapters. 


It feels like night is already upon them, the sky is becoming so thick 
with snow it engulfs the setting sun. The Rapidash, having been put 
to his limit, is finally given a moment to rest as they reach the cover 
of evergreen trees out of sight from anyone watching the valley. 


As soon as they're safe Rapidash settles down, Lucario begins 
taking inventory and Masters goes about starting a flame. It takes 
ten minutes of sitting there watching Masters dry out brambles for 
him to get something going. The moment the fire lights, Rapidash 
breathes a sigh of relief, and puts his damp pink mane right next to 
the tiny flame. 


Masters, sitting opposite of Lucario and his new steed, nods at 
them. 


"What do we have?" He asks. 


"Two Blast Seeds, One Stun, Two Luminous orbs, a mostly used 
bottle of Aspear and some Oran for if we get in a bind." Lucario 
stows the pack away. "Same as earlier, are we going to try and get 
to town?" 


Masters nods. There is nowhere else better to go now, they had 
blown a hole into the home of the one group which could've 
sheltered them. They need to get to safety - to Lapis Town. The 
Typhlosion looks to Rapidash with worry. 


"Do you need anything? 


"Not at this moment." The Rapidash grins. "Her followers prepared 
me a fine meal before they imprisoned me, | can still feel the Pecha 
in my stomach somehow." 


"What, did she invite you for dinner then stab you in the back?" 
Lucario glances over at Masters. "You don't think all hospitality and 
‘coolness’ was just to trap us, right?" 


"| wouldn't say so." The Typhlosion sighs. "| need to ask you a few 
things, if that's fine with you." 


"If it is fine with my Sire, then it would be my pleasure to answer.” 


It is the second time he has been called Sire by this stranger. He 
freed him for a ride, he did not free him so he can be forced to play 
along with this game of knights or whatever. Lucario looks over to 
Masters, who is staring at him with this dead serious gaze, and to 
Rapidash who waits with staunch attention. Lucario has no say in 
this. 


"Yes, yes, you can talk to him!" Lucario answers. "You don't need 
my permission to talk to Masters, he's my partner in crime, he's cool! 
And don't call me Sire. | have a name, it's Lucario. Tell us yours 
while you're at it." 


Rapidash seems unfazed by this new order, blinking then slowly his 
long face back at the Typhlosion. He clears his throat. 


"My name is Sir Whiskey, former explorer of the Torchbearers. Your 
charge has released me from my imprisonment, for this | owe him 
my life. Until he releases me from my duties, | shall henceforth call 
him Sire Lucario and serve him to my last breath." 


Torchbearers? Sir Whiskey? Who named this knight after a kind of 
drink? Regardless of having a knight under his command, he does 
not feel like the big honcho pinkie insists he is. It is not quite the ego 
boost it is supposed to be when the only thing he feels is confusion. 
Better to let Masters ask the questions than for Lucario to make this 
any more awkward. 


"My name is Masters, Sire Lucario is a partner of mine." Masters 


grins like a smug little hatchling at Lucario. "I see you are in 
possession of a guild badge. Am | right to assume these 
torchbearers you mentioned are a guild of sorts?" 


"Indeed they are, each of them are servants to the Light - the one 
who bears the flame of my world." Using the horn on his head, he 
points at the badge in his hair. "My arrival here was my resignation. | 
gave up one world for another brimming with opportunity, and now | 
serve only Sire Lucario." 


"Another world?" Lucario interrupts, scratching his head. "So did you 
just appear here? What's going on?" 


"| would regale you with my tails if | could, my lord, but when | 
resigned | also resigned my memory. | cannot name the 
Torchbearer, or even one of my many journeys. It would seem the 
act of coming here in of itself seemed to have washed my mind 
clean, my memories losing themselves to the waves of a vast and 
terrible sea." The Knight sighs. "I only remember floating up to the 
frigid shores of your land's northern reaches. Shortly after | 
discovered the glacier and its servants. When | foolishly shared my 
story to who | thought were my saviors, they had me put into an icy 
prison." 


There is a deep pause. Masters shuts his eyes, and loses himself in 
a moment of deep contemplation. He speaks carefully. 


"How did you survive the Sea? Are you talking about bodies of water 
in general, or are you talking about The Sea Sea? Both are different 
things in this world." 


"T'was a body of water. When | arrived into this world | had fallen 
into it, had my memories scrambled, then awoke on the cold shores. 
If it were this mysterious sea you speak of | could not tell you the 
difference, friend of my Sire." 


Masters puts his hands together. 


"So either you're suffering from some trauma, or you're a beached 
one." Masters concludes. "I have a close friend who monitors the 
Sea of Time, he explores it, and travels it every week. He'd know 


more about it than any of us ever will. If we make it back to the 
shores of Calico Town, | could ask him about your amnesia." 


"You would have my thanks, Masters." The fire illuminates 
Whiskey's hopeful smile. "My primary concern is carrying yee to 
safety. Where may'st | take thee? Do you possess a map?" 


Lucario reaches into the bag strapped to his back, pulling out the 
paper. The map feels soft in his hands, the dampness of the glacier 
frontier has already eaten at the paper. Looking at the surrounding 
pines, comparing them to the route they took, they're about two or 
so squares from Lapis Town. They are closer than he thought. 


"Yeah, see the little trees here?" Lucario holds up the map to the 
horse. "We're here, in Jade Forest. We haven't entered a dungeon, 
and hopefully we won't find ourselves with your help. We came from 
here, the Glacier." 


Rapidash, measuring the distances with his eyes, hums quietly. 


"| can take you to Lapis Town by midnight. I'm not acquainted with 
carrying two at a time. Both of you combined are heavy." Whiskey 
gives Lucario a worried look. "No offense to thee. Carrying heavy 
fellows is what my back muscles are for, but don't trust me to sprint 
like that again till we've had a long sleep each." 


"No, you need a bit of rest." Masters interrupts Lucario. "| was 
thinking we can start walking, and when you feel better, you can 
have us ride on you." 


"Ah, how courteous of you! Running through this forest would run 
the danger of me tripping up a root, but once we're in the clear, I'd 
gladly let thee ride on my back to this Lapis Town." Whiskey turns 
back to Lucario, bowing his head. "Is this your wish as well, Sire?" 


"Yeah, yeah. And stop calling me Sire. My name is Lucario, | don't 
want to repeat myself." Lucario growls, patting off the clumps of 
snow. "Are you two good to go?" 


"I can move when thy wish, S-S-s... Lucario." 


Poor Whiskey sounds like he is fighting decades of condition just to 


speak without using the dreadful S-Word. 


Masters on the other hand, the fire-type of their lot, looks prime and 
ready to go. The cold has not halted him one bit, these ice-cold 
surroundings probably feel like more to him than a light breeze. 
Lucario extends his hand to Masters, and he takes it, using Luario's 
shoulder to hoist himself on his feet. Lucario's steed rises, and he 
leads the way. 


Except Masters isn't following. He's lugging behind, frozen faced. 
Lucario sees a frightened look he has only seen once before. And 
just like before, a pained expression quickly replaces it as he grabs 
his forehead, eyes shutting. 


Masters kicks snow onto the bonfire, picking up pace. As the trio 
marches through the pines he can see little signs from Masters: his 
eyes move constantly, he grabs his arm as if it were in pain. He is 
not hiding it, he is obviously distressed, but if getting him to open up 
about his past took a good hundred coins worth of drinks then 
Lucario does not stand a chance. 


If he is so worried he will obviously say something, but he is not. The 
Typhlosion keeps his mouth agape, smoke billowing outwards, 
muttering incomprehensible words to himself whilst keeping his 
arms to himself like he is freezing. Lucario is not willing to stop them 
in his tracks to listen to him. He will ask him one simple question, if 
he does not answer, they move on. 


"Did | do something wrong, 'M?" 


The Typhlosion shoves his hands behind his back, holding them out 
of sight like a child caught red handed in the act of stealing cookies. 
Masters struggles to smile. 


"You've done nothing wrong." Masters glances aside, somehow 
managing to sweat. "Please, keep on walking. The pines simply 
worry me, | keep thinking there's a feral lurking behind every corner, 
and I'm convinced we're about to hit a dungeon by accident. | know 
such thoughts are malarky, so I'm trying to keep them to myself. It's 
anxiety, Luc. I'm not trying to worry you." 


Lucario simply rolls his eyes, then keeps on walking. 


"Whatever you say, 'M." Saying this sparks an Idea in Lucario's 
head. "You're not trying to hide anything from us, are you?" 


"No." Masters says flatly. 


"Oh, just wondering. You know the last time you looked like this it 
was when me and you were in Calico Town and you did this thing 
with Minstrel. What happened? Did you suddenly get your nerves in 
a twist? If it's my fault, then go ahead and blame me if it makes you 


happy." 
"It's not your fault." 


By this point, the Rapidash flopping alongside them turns his head 
back at Masters. The combined stares of two pokemon wear down 
the Typhlosion's defenses and he shudders, looking down at the 
pitch-white earth as he drags his feet through the snow. 


"Who's fault is it, then?" Lucario asks. "If you're gonna go on a stint 
of self-hatred, | don't have time to hear it. Go talk to a psychic or 
something if it's a head related problem you're having." 


"It's not." 
"Then what is it, 'M?" 


A hot, fiery breath expels from Masters, melting the snowy earth into 
steam. He lifts a massive burden off his shoulders with a single sigh. 


"It's my sixth sense, it activates on touch. If | touch an object, pasts 
and futures come splicing through my mind. It activates upon 
touching someone | trust deeply - that's why | don't let anyone 
explore alongside me." Masters glances between the both, holding 
his hand like it were scarred by Lucario's fingers. "You two are the 
exception, because | need you both if I'm ever going to get my hand 
on those gears. | don't know why it happened this time out of all 
times, just from here on, be careful when you touch me." 


He knows the reason for all of this, the answer's right there - 
blatantly obvious for only him to see. Lucario looks away, and palms 


his forehead, continuing on whether Masters follows or not." 


"It's because you trust me, | know. That's why you needed Minstrel, 
to activate it." Lucario groans. "It didn't work in the heat of running 
away, so if it's not going to work in a fight we'll be fine. It's not going 
to be a problem right?" 


"No. It won't be. As | said, it needs two things: someone | trust, and 
something for me to touch." Masters opens up his palm, revealing a 
small piece of charred bark, barely big enough to not be labelled a 
splinter. He was probably drying it off to make it into a fire starter. 
"When | held your hand, | saw us travelling through these woods. 
We crossed a river and you and Whiskey were attacked by 
something we couldn't see." 


Masters holds out a hand, stopping them from commenting for the 
second or two he needs to get himself together. 


"| don't know if this is my future, or one of our futures, or just my 
worries bubbling up. | can't tell the difference!" The Typhlosion 
sends the bark careening into the trees in frustration. "And now that 
I've told you you're probably gonna just ask about it all the time, the 
Scream makes me sick..." 


Both victims of this future stop in place. When gallant and 
unflinching are his two usual emotions, it's hard not to notice 
Whiskey looking a tad distraught by these whispers of the future. 
Lucario is more worried about this slowing them down. 


"M, I'm asking this because the last time you said you had one of 
these visions it was hundred percent right, down to the location and 
the Murkrows attacking us." Lucario's eyes narrow. "What happened 
in your vision, what is the name of this thing of yours - this sense?" 


"Whiskey had gotten attacked, | don't know where or when, because 
it was just too hard to see anything. We were still around the trees 
and something hit our friend's back leg." Masters motions at the 
pony. "It could've been anything. | have no way of knowing. When | 
saw that gear it could've been at any time in the past or future, we 
were lucky it was the latter." 


"Can you even control this thing?" Lucario asks. 


"No, | can't. It works when it wants to, it doesn't when it doesn't. The 
only thing | can do to keep it from activating is to keep people ata 
distance." 


"Am | never supposed to touch you?" 
"You can, Luc. Just-" 


A loud snort from their steed gathers their attention. Whiskey, 
seeming to notice something in the surrounding pines, shushes 
them. There is a palpable sensation of dread. 


The glow of Whiskey's mane only goes so far, there is nothing 
Lucario can see in the woods. Everything else beyond the first few 
trees becomes lost in this sea of white, and dusk, having finally 
settled overhead, begins to clad the land in early darkness. 
Whatever had caused Whiskey to shush them, it couldn't be sensed. 


Lucario sniffs the air, the winds whip his nostrils in retalliation. He 
doesn't smell anything other than the constant stench of brimstone 
coming from his compatriot. All seems peaceful until he hears this 
little ticking. 


The badge clipped to Whiskey's hair is rattling in place. The huge 
pink diamond, previously assumed to be a mere ornament by 
Lucario, starts to clatter against the brass wings like a creature 
trying to escape its cage. It shakes with such ferocity it is impossible 
to ignore. And if there is something out there, he can not have it 
screaming their position away. 


Lucario moves slowly, plowing through a foot of snow with every 
step. He reaches for the badge, and plucks it out of his glowing hair. 
He holds it out in his palm, trying to make sense of this object, 
watching it swivel around in the palm of his hand until it finally stops 
- pointing in the relative direction of something far in the distance. 


He focuses his eyes, trying to spot what might be lurking in the 
distant fog. Everyone looks the way, trying their best to see through 
the white nothingness. Whatever is out there isn't keen on being 


seen. 
But it has no qualms on being heard. 
CRACK-CRACK! 


His reflexes take hold. Lucario grabs whiskey, throwing them to the 
ground as two bolts of pressurized water narrowly miss them - one 
hits the pine tree behind them, exploding it into a hail of splinters. 
The tree falls to the earth, kicking up an ice-cold cloud. Panic quickly 
arises. 


"He's followed us! We gotta get out here!" 


Lucario forces the Rapidash onto his hooves. Shutting his eyes, he 
tries to peer into the snowy fog to no avail. One additional shot flies 
in the distance. Something cold and painful hits his chest. The air 
leaves his lungs. 


Before he collapses, the Rapidash chomps on his scruff, dragging 
him along as Masters scurries onto the creature's back. Whiskey 
breaks into a gallop, dragging Lucario along. Masters saves him 
from becoming a smear on the ground, lifting Lucario up by his 
almost lifeless body. 


"Who followed us?" Masters holds him by one hand, whilst spitting a 
glob of fire into the other. "You got hit badly!" 


"Louisa." Lucario spits out, his body lying slump across the 
Rapidash. "H-He's a guy | ran into before when | found the first gear. 
| ran into him when you were buying stuff in town, he's looking for 
gears like the rest of us! He shoots these things from a distance! 
Just stay in the trees, make sure he can't see us!" 


A fourth bolt is heard from faraway, then hits in front of them, 
throwing up ice cold snow into the Rapidash's eyes. Whiskey lets 
out a yelp. 


"| can't see." He screams, going too fast to move. "I can't-" 


Masters, the only person not incapacitated, slaps rapidash on their 
righthand side. "Right!" He shouts, and the blind horse veers off, 


narrowly missing a tree which was waiting to take them down. "Left!" 
He commands again, steering their ride back onto course. 


Before he can announce another command, they hear a fifth shot 
narrowly miss, turning some pine trees into dust. The log falls 
behind them, brewing up a second massive cloud of snow. This 
seemingly gives them the cover they need for Lucario to collect 
himself, finally getting upright on their trusty steed. 


"I'll explain when we're not about to get shot down! | don't know how 
he found us!" 


Lucario whirs up an Aura Sphere, keeping his eyes closed, and his 
aura senses tuned. He can't seem to catch a glimpse of Louisa. The 
trees are thinning out, there's a clearing up ahead. Everyone is 
about to be exposed, including their lizard friend. When he sees 
them he is gonna let his Aura Sphere rip. 


He is practically counting each gallop beneath him. Lucario stares 
into the trees, and from the blur of verdant auras - a noble blue soul 
can be seen bolting between the pillars of light. It's too far for him to 
risk throwing. 


One, two, he hears whiskey take a deep breath. 


Three, four, Master's aura flares with violet flame. He puts one fire 
into his lantern just in the nick of time, preparing another Infernal 
Parade for when they break the treeline. 


Five. 


They leave the forest, exiting onto a lake of ice. The bright blue aura 
leaves the treeline, two water bullets shoot simultaneously, and 
Lucario - having made eye contact, lets the Aura Sphere go. 
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33 - Salt 


Chapter 33: 33 - Salt 


Back with the crew. 


There was nothing to be found here. In a whole guild dedicating 
themselves to knowledge, there is nothing in their archives charting 
The Seas other than copious amounts of coastal maps and guides 
to exploring other continents. Oh, there's plenty of texts talking 
about it. Endless tales, endless nonsense, Prinn has read plenty 
since the day he was admitted full permission to the library, but 
nothing speaks to the sea itself. 


The books mostly ramble on and on about these do's and don'ts of 
seafaring back when a couple pokemon had boats, some still do so 
there's value to be had in their superstitions, just not so much 
anymore. There are many vivid terrifying descriptions of feral water 
types out there spelling the doom of many a seafarer, yet none of 
these mention the greatest beast of all - The Sea itself. It's as if all 
these people in all these journals were terrified to even mention it, 
like invoking the name would summon up something terrible from its 
depth. There is something to this Sea, and Prinn will find it. 


How else would two healthy water-types vanish after leaving him as 
an egg and going back across the Sea? Dad was a seafarer, dad 
knew something, didn't he? He's had all his time to think about what 
happened to them, but only now, with the whole guild's library in his 
flippers, can he start looking for some kind of answer. 


And what does he find after days of searching? Nothing. 


Prinn breathes a sigh of frustration, clamping an old naval tome 
shut. A voice in the library calls out to him. 


"Careful with those, young one." Froslass speaks from afar. "I 
understand your frustration very well, but those books are as old as | 
am, ancient." 


"Oh, sorry misses." Prinn grabs his notes from the desk, stuffing 
them all into his carrying bamboo tube. Looking off, he can see the 
icy ghost tending to the shelves, glancing at him from the corner of 
her eye. "You still haven't found any books talking about it, right? 
You know, the uhh - the water ?" 


He's been specifically told not to mention it aloud. Apparently it does 
invite bad things after all, who knew? 


"I've given you all | have found, Prinn. There isn't much more | can 
do for you." Froslass closes a book, stuffing it into the shelves then 
walking out with her yellow notepad in hand. "Your partner, Leon, 
has placed a request. | left a note for him by my desk, could you 
take it to him, please?" 


"What for?" Prinn asks, utterly oblivious. 


"It's about your friend's badge. I've searched long and far to find 
anyone with such a badge, the only mention of anyone wearing such 
a mark | have written down and placed in a message for his 
viewing." Her yellow and red eyes dart towards him. "No peeking, 
Prinn. | have ways of knowing." 


What, can she just see everything in here? Is she psychic? Prinn 
doesn't ask. With his notes already packed away, he slides out of 
his chair, swiping the note on the desk on his way out the Library's 
doors. Outside he hears the rumble of the Kitchen in full swing, 
beckoning him with the ruckus. But if Leon isn't out here, nor waiting 
in the dining hall, then there's one place he's gonna be. 


The Prinplup continues walking, passing the foyer into the corridor of 
rooms. Way at the end of the hall was his dorm, a closet now 
converted into a two-bed suite. Upon opening the door, the eyes of a 
bleary Braviary peek from the lump on the bed, mutter something, 
and turn to face the wall. Bottles of healing brews lie on the table 
next to them whilst a powerful incense masks the smell of rot 
coming from the unwashed bird. Leon sits on the adjacent bed, arms 


folded, waiting. 
"Take a seat or stand there." Leon says. 


"Yeah, in asec." Prinn chirps, extending a flipper with the note. 
"Uhh... Froslass wanted me to give you this." 


Leon swipes it, reads the contents of the message, then stuffs it 
away ina hurry. The look on his face doesn't, he is still in business 
mode, but he flashes a quick look at Braviary's badge. 


Prinn just stands by the door as Leon lays his bag on his lap. 
Reaching inside within full view of them, he takes out a large pouch 
of glittering coins, the weight requires both his hands to hoist it onto 
the bed. The jingling wakes Braviary up. The pain in his legs keeps 
the codger from leaping out of his seat. 


"Oh finally!" Braviary shouts. "Only took you four days! How much 
did she give us, anyways?" 


"Forty Thousand." 


The price makes Prinn's heart skip a beat. Forty Thousand? That's 
enough for him to buy a boat, yet alone get his career off the 
ground. He wants to chirp with glee, but one look from Leon puts 
him right into his place. Here comes the "but". 


"This money is for saving the Aromatisse, but it's also to keep the 
guild happy. Guildmaster has taken a majority, leaving us with 
eighteen thousand, six thousand a piece." Leon leans over, looking 
a scowling Braviary in his eyes "We're a Trio now. We're part of a 
team, so we're all getting equal shares. 


"| didn't want to join a guild." Braviary growls, his beak about to spew 
the same old vitriol Prinn has heard a billion times over before he 
manages to stop himself, shrugging to the best of his ability. "But six 
thousand is six thousand. We're all partners and buddies now?" 


"Precisely." 


Braviary falls back into his pillows. He looks up at the brews near his 
desk, then at prin. "Hand me the Cheri, kid. | can't move my leg right 


now. 


Prinn goes over, fetching the red bottle for Braviary. He swipes it, 
presses his beak up to the glass and downs a good third of itina 
single swig. A smile spreads across his face as he hands it back. As 
awful as it is to be bedridden, drinking constantly must be a paradise 
for this haggard. 


"Well uh, if we're partners, doesn't this make us a Team?" Prinn sets 
the wine back with the others. "| know teams are usually pairs, so 
like, are we still a team of sorts?" 


"Yes. The Guildmaster was going to assign us a name, but | had ask 
to reserve this right to ourselves." Leon tilts his head, a soft smile 
appearing on the Smeargle's face. "| don't have any problems being 
named Team #4, but | suppose it's only right if you people get a 
choice in the matter. Just don't name it anything crude-" 


"Salt." Braviary speaks up. 
"Salt?" Prinn warbles. "Like what kind of salt?" 


"Sea Salt. Team Sea Salt is one word too long, so just Team Salt." 
Braviary snuggles back into his blankets, turning his back to them. 
"We're naming ourselves Team Salt because | said so, and because 
you found me on that beach back when. It fits, y'know?" 


Prinn would at least like a say in the matter, but Braviary is not 
listening. He has made up this name long before Prinn ever had his 
chance. Maybe, maybe if he could ask. 


"What about Team Pokepa-" 


"No. It's Team Salt." Braviary reaches blindly to the table next to 
him, tapping it with his wing. "Leave my share right here. I'd like my 
money before you clowns decide to do somethin funny with it." 


Leon counts his coin, then doles out his share, leaving it among the 
dozens of medicinal wines next to his table. Braviary shuffles 
around, getting a look at the coins to make sure they were not 
keeping it away from him. 


"Do you folks have anything else?" The old man groans. "If you're 
going to be doing jobs or whatever you guildies do, you can count 
me out. My legs aren't working, and I'm not sure about getting them 
working just so | can be dragged along for an adventure." 


"You're able to heal them?" Prinn says. "Like can-" 
"No. | can't walk, stupid." 


He had no idea what he was thinking, or why he asked it in the first 
place. Prinn sighs, trying to think of one last thing before they call 
their team meeting short. He looks at the wine table.. On it, nestled 
behind the pillars of glass, is his badge sitting safely. 


"| was wondering, if | could-" 


Braviary rolls over, catching where Prinn is staring at 
instantaneously. 


"Go on, take it. It ain't like | can get up and stop you." Braviary 
groans. "Considering you almost got shot down by some giant lizard 
and his water powers trying to get it back, | reckon you got a grasp 
of what's gonna happen if you lose it. You can take it, do all you 
want to figure out what it does or whatever, | don't care." 


Given what Braviary did to Lucario who had kidnapped the 
merchant, he can only imagine the type of pain Braviary would dish 
to him for losing his precious badge. Prinn, knowing the 
consequences, nods quietly and takes the badge from the table. The 
brass token somehow feels warm in his flippers. 


"Luh... | understand." Prinn slots it into his carrying tube, the lid 
sealing it away with his fragile maps. "I'll have it back for you before 
you know it. It just needs uh... field work, okay?" 


"Sure, kid." 


With this, Braviary pulls up his bedsheets even further over his 
head, then shuts his eyes. If he didn't make it obvious earlier, then 
him now nearly suffocating his beak into his pillow makes it clear he 
has had enough talking for the day. He got his money, and given as 
he is Braviary, that is probably where he signed out of this 


conversation altogether. 


Prinn nods at Leon, then waddles outside, the Smeargle following 
shortly behind. Once the door closes, he motions at the water-type 
to follow. 


"Guess we're Team Salt now, and we already have our first job." 
Leon explains, handing him a paper as they lead down the hall. "I've 
already spoken to Guildmaster about it. I've decided to take it on 
myself, and if you don't wanna take it, then | won't stop you from not 
following me." 


"| thought we'd have a job board. Don't | get to decide what jobs | 
wanna take? | mean, first it's the name, now you guys are giving me 
a job." Prinn fiddles with the letter in hand. "I'd like a choice, you 
know?" 


"It's frustrating, | Know. You don't need to tell me." 


As they enter the foyer, the smell of berries hits their nostrils. Leon 
goes towards the door, picking up a smaller bag of things left for him 
by the coat rack, stuffing it inside his duffle bag.. 


"We're gonna stop at Calico Town to meet up with our client, get 
some supplies, then go from there. You can follow me or stay here 
with Braviary, the rest of the guild's gonna be looking after him if we 
both leave." 


Prinn is about to ask what in the world this is all about, then finally, 
he gives in to his curiosity instead of asking a thousand questions. 
He opens up the letter to find a message, it's from the psychic in 
Calico Town. They are looking for someone to help find Xatu with 
them, who seemingly went towards Lapis Town, a place far to the 
north of here - somewhere he's very familiar with. A handwritten 
scribble below asks whoever copied this letter to deliver a copy to 
Braviary and Leon of the Scholar's Guild. 


Given the urgency of the letter, the fact a copy was addressed to 
them personally, Judeau is obviously relying on them. And with one 
pokemon short of their usual three man band, they are going to have 
a handy dandy psychic to temporarily replace the old bird. 


Team Salt has its first job, and its first, albeit temporary recruit. Prinn 
couldn't be more happy to be up to the task. 


Of course it is an overstatement, it has to be an overstatement, no 
one takes jobs unless there is a sense of urgency to them. But his 
business - Xatu's business - is not going to last. The drip feed of 
customers has been dwindling day by day, not even this influx of 
travellers is going to be enough to save it because most are asking 
for readings about these gears, which Judeau is in no position to 
scry about. And the ghost of the town, Mismagius, had the good 
conscience to leave the moment the bounty was announced. 


It leaves them as the sole provider for a town flooding with explorers 
to be their spiritual guide, which they really can't be. They work with 
affairs of the mind, but no matter how much they tell them these 
explorers still insist on calling for their aid and acting like children 
when they don't get what they want.. They should have left when 
this Lucario began threatening their life, they should have followed in 
the phantom's stead to Calico, but no, they wanted to save this 
place instead. 


What a mistake this was turning out to be. 


There is a knocking on the door, the shadows of two pokemon peer 
through the blue curtains into their shop. More customers, it seems. 
Judeau sits upright from their couch, and with a flick of their hands, 
pulls the curtains aside with psychic. 


Standing there is Leon, and an unfamiliar, though no doubt friendly 
face. Upon making eye contact, Leon opens the door, inviting 
himself inside. 


"Judeau.”" Leon speaks. "We got your message." 


"Oh good!" Judeau would smile if they could. "I'm only one 
pokemon, | can't run the Emporium and go looking for him. Would 
you like to take a seat while | discuss the details?" 


The water-type with Leon chirps happily, waddling over to the 


couches with a smile on his head and slumping down. He looks 
exhausted, Leon as well, he seems better at hiding it. As both 
pokemon take their seats, Judeau clears his throat. 


"My teacher, Xatu, has been missing for quite some time. About four 
weeks now, | believe. Things have changed in Calico Town these 
last couple days, and | can't keep up with everyone's demands." 
Judeau holds up their stubby hands in defeat. "I've decided to go 
searching for him personally, but | cannot do it alone." 


They could give people migraines if they were to ever get into a 
ruckus with criminals or ferals, but they're no fighter. If their run in 
with Lucario was a sign of anything, the people looking for these 
gears would tear him apart if given a chance. It's a good thing 
someone they trust answered the call to action, not these hundreds 
of new faces in town just looking to gut their wallet dry. 


"Where'd he go?" The blue one leans in, pointing at himself with a 
flipper. "I'm Prinn by the way! | don't know if Braviary or Leon 
introduced me." 


"No, but | think one of your friends mentioned there's a third - there's 
usually a third with your explorers." Judeau nods. "But there isn't 
much | can tell you that isn't from the job | put out. He's been gone 
for a while, there's no reports of him in Scoria Town, so I'm to 
believe he went somewheres north towards Lapis Town. If he's not 
there, or if he's gone, then..." 


If he's done for, as in dead, then there's no way this place is going to 
survive. There will be no way they can master his abilities without 
someone like him teaching them the ropes. The Emporium will 
crumble, their work will be lost. They will be nothing more than 
another failed psychic riding off the masses of those who want to 
become explorers, one of possibly hundreds out there. 


"| understand." The Smeargle speaks in a voice as cold and dense 
as ice. "We have enough equipment to last a dungeon run, and 
enough food for a week's worth of travel. Do you have anything else 
you can tell us about your teacher?" 


"Well, | went looking through his things and..." Judeau taps his 


hands together, looking at the curtain leading into the backroom. 
"He left everything back there. Clothes, orbs, everything's all there. 
He even prepared his bed before he left. The only things he took 
were some of his money, and..." 


"There was this empty box | never saw before, a heavy metal box 
with a key on it, it looks like the kind of thing you would only put 
things very important to you in. He kept his money and everything 
else in our safe back there, so it wasn't something expensive, | don't 
think." 


"And when | found it, | started thinking." Judeau points to where 
Xatu's feathery chest would be. "He wore this badge once or twice. 
It was the strangest looking one I've seen, until | saw your friend 
come in here | thought it was one of a kind." 


The Prinplup hops out of his chair. Reaching behind him, he 
unscrews the cap to a tube, and from it brings out a brass badge - 
the same sort of diamond as Xatu's badge was smack in the middle 
of its wings. It looks like their teacher's. Maybe it was an earlier 
rank? 


"It does something too." Prinn explains, tapping the badge's solid 
brass diamond. "It points to uh, people or places? It's like a compass 
of some kind. Maybe it could help us find your Teacher, it wouldn't 
hurt to try." 


Badges do have abilities, they're all similar to orbs in this way. And if 
Braviary's is a compass, then maybe it could have its use. Judeau 
kicks their stubby legs off the couch, floating up to Leon's height as 
they look at the Smeargle in his bleary eyes. 


"Give me a moment." They say nervously. "I'll bring a scanner orb 
and whatever | think's going to help. Are you okay leaving right 
away? Lapis Town is..." 


"Yeah, faraway. | used to live there." Prinn chimes in, tapping Leon 
on his side as he wanders out the door. "Come on, | know the way 
like the back of my flipper." 


Leon follows his boy out the door, and the two wait patiently as 


Judeau scrambles for their things. They grab whatever coins they 
can from the till, maybe a thousand at most, take a few orbs lying all 
along the shelves, then stuff it into a blue silk bag they used to bring 
along to shows in the town square. With everything packed up, 
Judeau wanders up the door, then shushes the two explorers aside. 


They put in the key, lock the door, close the blinds to the display 


room with a flick of their wrist and the little psychic shop in Calico 
Town closes for what could be the final time. 
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34 - That Ambitious Sort 


Chapter 34: 34 - That Ambitious Sort 


Masters and Lucario encounter a Time Thief. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


Two figures on the back of a glowing steed leap forth from the 
treeline, bursting from a cloud of snow which follows their every 
move. In the distance, a bright blue aura emerges on the other side 
of this clearing, and two bolts of water sling out towards them. 
Lucario turns towards the shots, locks eyes with the Lizard, and 
throws his Aura Sphere towards them. 


One of two shots hit Whiskey's back. He yelps in pain, and the trio 
comes collapsing onto the snowy earth, rolling away from each other 
like logs in a snowy stream. It feels like something is stomping on 
Lucario's chest as the snow plugs up his mouth and nostrils. 


Lucario rolls to a stop as he turns his sights to where the sphere 
flew. The earth from here to there is perfectly flat, they're on the 
frozen river Masters had mentioned, and so was their foe. There is a 
bright blue glow in the distance, not from his aura sense - he lost his 
focus when he fell on his face - it's the aura sphere. 


The light wobbles in place, like something is blocking it from moving. 
Lucario shakes the snow off his face as he stares the lizard down, 
holding out the hand which had let loose the Aura Sphere. 


A read on Louisa's aura, line of sight, the intent to strike the target. 
He has everything - why did Aura Sphere stop? 


Two loud cracks ring across the frozen river, and the Aura Sphere is 


reduced to sparkling ashes by the Inteleon's shots. He stands 
behind it, completely unharmed, holding something in his off hand. A 
badge? 


Lucario looks around in a hurry. Whiskey is still on his side, slowly 
kicking away, and Masters is there with his body flat against the 
snow. The fire on the phantom's back are pitiful embers. 


"'M!" Lucario calls out to him, trying to keep his voice hush over the 
wind. "Did you see that? Aura Sphere didn't work!" 


"What?" he asks, muffled. "I'm not a Lucario, | can't help you there-" 


"I told you how it works! | had him right in my sights!" Lucario snaps 
back, the sweat trailing down his forehead freezing into tiny droplets. 
"| shot out the sphere and it didn't work! It's like he stopped it mid 
air!" 


"What about the two shots? He could just be a crack shot, Lucario, 
just look at how far he's got on us!" Masters and Lucario peer over 
the distance where an Inteleon is standing like a tower watching 
their every move. "He knows we have nowhere to go, 'Luc. We are 
right where he wants us to be. He could've shot it down." 


There was nowhere else to go. This whole river is a hunting ground 
for anyone with marksman skills. They need to get back to the 
woods, to cover. If they stay here for too long they're basically 
doomed. 


And what about Whiskey? The Inteleon knows he is swift, and he 
has put him down first and foremost, leaving the two explorers as 
sitting Psysduck staring down their fate. Lucario turns to Whiskey. 
The horse is still kicking. 


"Whiskey." Lucario says. "Can you sit still, play dead for us? He only 
wants you because you're our ticket out of here, so if you stay low 
he's not gonna do you in! He's looking for us, not you!" 


"Sire!" The horse grunts. "The floor is frigid. My bones ache, not just 
from the wound! | can't stay for long!" 


Lucario turns back to the Inteleon, keeping his eyes on their distant 


adversary as he reaches blindly around his pack, letting the lighter 
of the two bottles roll free. 


"Just take the Aspear." He says, whipping it towards Whiskey with 
his tail. "Drink if it gets too cold. Don't you go anywhere!" 


"And what of you, Sire Lucario?" Whiskey spins around in place, 
grabbing the bottle with his mouth. His haughty voice gets muffled. 
"You're wounded, you're in no position to quarrel either. Might | 
suggest surrender?" 


"No, he wants something of ours and | am not giving it up again." 
Lucario keeps his sight on the Inteleon, watching his every move. 
"It's our fight, if you get seriously hurt we'll freeze over before we 
make it back to Lapis Town." 


"But you are foolish, sire." 


Whiskey drops the bottle out of his mouth, inching towards Lucario 
with every kick on the snow. Before he gets a chance to question 
the horse, a bright flash of pink light shines behind Lucario. The 
warmth lingers in the air like a summer's breeze, entering into his 
lungs, and clinging to his bones. In an instant, the pain inside 
Lucario's chest fades away. The small welt where the bolt hit 
vanishes. It is as though he had never been wounded in the first 
place. 


Looking over his shoulder, Whiskey smiles back at him. A glow 
radiates from his horn. 


"A fool barges into battle wounded. Thou'rt no longer a fool." 
Whiskey lowers his head, coiling his neck around the bottle. "This is 
your battle, and | shall no longer intrude." 


"What did you do?" Lucario pats his missing wound. 


"| performed a prayer to the great Light: Heal Pulse." Whiskey 
answers. "| can mend the wounds of my rider and his fellows, but | 
cannot heal myself. | possess other abilities, however | shall not 
interfere with your bout any more than | have. This battle is yours to 
resolve, Sire." 


If he were to keep on healing him, yeah, Louisa would be forced to 
put the horsie down and they would turn into ice statues out here. 
Lucario turns back around. Louisa hasn't moved, but Masters has, 
standing up next to him with his hands on his lanterns, both glowing 
with spectral fire. 


"Let's not keep this Louisa person waiting." Master speaks. "My 
flames are getting cold, they're itching for a fight." 


"You sure?" Lucario speaks up. 


"No one's gonna shoot us unless they want what we want. I'm not 
letting him get away with this." Masters steps forwards, the Lizard in 
the distance folds his arms. "You there! Is Louisa your name?" 


The Inteleon chuckles from afar. 


"Indeed it is, Louisa is my name. | am a hunter of treasured relics." 
He keeps one hand on his needle-thin hips, the other sits by his 
chest, finger pointed to the snow like a sword in its sheath. "It has 
come to my attention Lucario here knows more about the gears than 
he lets on, and may or may not be in possession of one as we 
speak. It was never my intent to hunt him down, but fates drew us 
together tonight." 


Louisa brings out a badge from his little mantle. Lucario can't see it 
from here, and so steps forward along with Masters, until the familiar 
shape comes into view. Two wings, a diamond in the centre. This 
one is an emerald green, identical to Whiskey's in every way but its 
colour. 


It's clearly from the same guild, the same other world Whiskey 
supposedly arrived from. Torchbearers, right? Did Louisa have to 
put someone six feet under for this badge? How did he get his claws 
on it? 


"These badges are worn by people from a different world.” Louisa 
stows the stolen trinket away. "If you recall, you had lost your Time 
Gear to Halcion of the Sundown Guild. She would lose it shortly 
thereafter, to a being from another world bearing this same 
emblem." 


"This badge has the ability to locate others within its guild. Said guild 
would use these so they would never lose each other when invading 
other realms. | took mine from Xatu - so | could hunt the very person 
who took the gear from Halcion." 


"Unfortunately for you, she was there when | had retrieved the gear, 
and warned me you might be searching for these little things once 
more. She said you were persistent. It's an admirable quality to 
have, but I'm afraid it will be your undoing.” 


Louisa raises his finger, a glowing light forming just at the edge of it. 
He locks his eyes with Lucario, and the lanterns on Master's waist 
rattle in anticipation. 


"If you're in possession of those gears, kindly leave them at your 
feet. | cannot have anyone the likes of a Criminal wielding such 
power. It is a matter of temporal safety for the world, surely you 
would both understand." 


There it comes again, his past bubbling up like bile. What did 
Halcion say? He was a pitiful mook working for the Krows. He is not 
some maniacal mastermind, just someone who does jobs for 
money. He is no different from all these explorers, yet here is one 
breathing down his back as if he were the scum of the earth. It's 
exhausting, but being in possession of a gear leaves Lucario with no 
recorse. 


Before he can bellow out something stupid, Masters lays a hand on 
Lucario's chest, and steps out instead of him. He reaches down into 
his neck, pulling out his time gear. 


"I'm the one you want, Lucario's some fellow | hired off the streets 
because he was in desperate need of money." For someone who 
vehemently hates lying, Masters has been consistently good at it. 
His voice is full of an explorer's pride. "I plan on turning this one into 
the Krows, a hundred thousand is a hundred thousand, no matter 
which way you cut it. My friend here's getting fourty, and I'm getting 
the rest." 


Louisa's stern look of disgust slowly turns to Masters along with his 
finger. The energy in the Inteleon's hand flickers. 


"You're going to sell them?" 


"There's a bounty you know, who wouldn't sell them?" Masters takes 
a step forwards, putting himself in between the pair. His hands 
remain on the lanterns, gripping them and the gear tightly. "You see, 
my friend here has been wanting to leave his life of crime since 
forever, but he can't just run off. He has some debts owed. Unless | 
turn them in, there's no way he's gonna ever be able to pay for 
them." 


"So you're giving up a time gear, a temporal artefact - an object of 
power, just so your friend can pay off some debt?" Louisa is 
flabbergasted. "Are you so dense?" 


"| had no idea these were so important." Masters once again flashes 
the gear. "I just thought they were these expensive trinkets you see, 
obviously they are important enough to warrant a bounty, but | didn't 
think they were that important." 


"They are." Louisa doesn't flinch. He begins to step closer, finger 
trained on the fire type, ready to shoot right through him with a flurry 
of aquatic bullets. "| shouldn't have this, neither should you or your 
friend. | don't want to use them and | don't want to sell them either, 
they don't belong to us." 


Masters cocks his head to the side. 
"You shouldn't have this? What, do you have one?" 


Louisa takes a big step forwards in response. He has one. The 
unexplained thing from earlier has got to be his ability. They now 
know what they're dealing with: another gear user - just like 
Honchkrow. Unlike Honchkrow, the Lizard might know what he is 
doing with his.. Lucario looks at Masters, who is smiling. Is he trying 
to get them shot? 


"Drop it." Louisa says, stepping no further, his finger trained right 
between Masters' eyes. 


Masters shrugs dramatically. 


"If you Say so." 


The rattling of two cages overwhelms the sound of the gear 
dropping. Two purple flares shoot out: one at the floor beneath them 
and the other directly at Louisa. Anticipating this, Louisa reaches 
underneath his cowl. There is a flash of orange. 


Color, light; everything resembling the flow of time is sucked into the 
gear in his hand. All short of living, breathing creatures are stopped 
in this monochromatic landscape. The snow falling hangs in place, 
both of Masters' fires freeze in time. 


The Inteleon fires off a shot at the parade heading his way, 
dispersing it into a shower.. He sprints away, making a wide berth, 
but keeping his fingers trained on the Typhlosion. Masters, stunned 
by what's happened, looks straight down at the gear and fireball he 
dropped - both are a foot off the ground. 


Crack! 


Lucario throws himself towards Masters, punting the fireball into the 
floor, and grabbing the gear. His weight sends them down as a 
Snipe Shot narrowly passes over. A loud hissing sound ripples out 
from where Lucario stood. The snow melts around them, creating a 
veil of pitch white mist. Masters, shaken by this ordeal, stares 
blankly at Lucario pinning him down. 


"Well, guess we know for sure." He chuckles nervously, trying to 
keep his voice down. "I think he bought it, but whatever he's doing 
with his gear, it's a lot worse than Honch." 


"You weren't the one who got aged." Lucario pulls off of him, 
keeping a low profile as the mist billows all around. "You have 
Smokescreen, right? You said that was your fourth?" 


"Yes it is. Louisa is ranged. As long as he can't see us we're okay." 
Masters crawls up onto his feet, looking at where his fire landed 
near his feet. Everything other than the thick layer of ice has been 
melted away. "I'd keep our voices down, though. Don't want him 
listening in." 


Lucario stares through the fog, his ears twitching. He hears the 
crunching of footsteps far into the white cloud, but can't see a thing. 


He's probably run to a vantage point, the wretch. 


"Okay, so he has a gear, right?" Lucario murmurs. "Then it's easy. 
We find out what his gear does - then we either beat the snot out of 
him or we run away. | think you know which of those two | prefer." 


"Of course | do!" Masters remarks with a grin. "At least you're open 
to options. If we can knock him out that's another gear for us, but 
defeating him isn't my goal: | think getting us out of here scott-free's 
more important than us beating this man to an inch of his life for his 
gear." 


Lucario keeps an eye on the fog around him, it's thinning, slowly but 
surely. Lucario taps Masters on his shoulder. He takes a deep 
breath, then spews out a crackling, purple smoke. Smokescreen 
engulfs the two, buying them a couple more seconds. 


"I'd beg to differ but you're obviously the smarter of us two." Lucario 
groans. "Assuming he can block everything we shoot at him, what's 
your plan for taking him down?" 


"Closing the distance, getting him, and beating him." Masters 
strokes his chin. "If he had the ability to freeze us we'd be done for, 
but if he can only freeze some things in time, we absolutely stand a 
chance." 


"You're gonna smokescreen, and get me in there" Lucario finishes 
the thought, summoning up a femur-shaped club. "If | can get to 
him, I'll club his dumb head in with a bone rush, how does that 
sound?" 


Masters takes in another breath, spitting out a wispy flame into his 
open hand. He nods at Lucario. 


"You look ready. Are you really?" 


Lucario stares out into the smoke, seeing a thin figure behind the 
veil.. He grips his bone club tightly, glaring at his foe. 


"Ready." 


He bursts out of the purple shroud as it disperses. Club in hand, he 


readies to swing at the figure only to find someone else standing 
there: an ice type with a shining claw raised above her hatted head. 


As he swings, she swipes down. A shot rings out from afar, 
shattering his club into glowing blue chunks. The Sneasel unleashes 
her claws. 


He powers through her slashes with his steel-typing, throwing bullet 
punches wildly. He hears a crunch as one of them connects into her 
icy body. She screams. A second shot rings from afar. He goes in 

for another punch, and a Snipe Shot greets him square in the chest. 


Lucario crumbles, the Sneasel Scurries off. Masters covers him with 
a plume of smoke and they have made no progress whatsoever. 
The Typhlosion's faintly glowing eyes assess Lucario's damage. 


"Not nearly as bad as last time." Masters looks him over. "No 
bruising." 


"Not nearly? You try getting shot, see how you like it!" Lucario 
wriggles away from him, standing up. "There's a Sneasel out there, 
would've had her if mister Lizard didn't shoot me.. | don't think | can 
take a third one of these" 


"He's got a partner." Masters doesn't seem phased by this 
revelation. "You and | have the advantage over the Ice-Type; it's that 
Louisa fellow we have to worry about. Any idea where he is?" 


"None, he did this same thing last time." Lucario's ears twitch, 
peeled for the sound of footsteps past the smoke. "The Sneasel is 
probably his eyes. He's a water-type, | don't think he's got as good 
eyes as say a ghost or a dark-type like her. We put her down, he's 
blind, and we maybe stand a chance." 


"What makes you say that, other than her typing?" 


"She's up in our faces, and she had one of her shiny claws 
overhead, | don't have the time to explain myself 'M." The purple 
smoke begins to thin. He gets to watch his safety fade away before 
his eyes as he spins up an Aura Sphere. "I'm gonna get her with an 
Aura Sphere, and make a break for it, you?" 


"That's a bad idea, first of all, but I'm gonna try to throw one of these 
at our sniper friend." Masters holds up a wobbly ball of flame. "My 
Infernal Parade seeks life relentlessly, if | can throw them in the 
direction of Louisa they'll flush him out of hiding. They won't hit, but 
they'll expose him, and that'll be our chance." 


"Chance to what?" Lucario spits. 


There is no time for him to answer, when the smoke clears, there's 
no one in sight. The two pokemon stand with moves in their hand, 
waiting for the inevitable to happen. A second passes, the snowy 
wasteland around them is as still as death. The wind howls across 
the emptiness. Lucario looks around. 


They're standing there, two glowing spheres in their hands. Masters 
realizes what's happening before Lucario, and shoves his body into 
him, letting the parade run loose from his fingertips - seeking life as 
two distant shots fire - one missing them and the other hitting firm 
onto the fire-type's side. Masters lets out a horrid sound, and smoke 
gushes out of him like ichor. 


Another Snipe Shot fires. Lucario shields Masters just in the nick of 
time, and a cold, icy bolt rips across his back. The fourth shot grazes 
Lucario's hat, spewing snow into his face. He grips onto Masters for 
dear life as another smokescreen forms. 


Both pokemon hear a sizzling explosion. The ghostly flames hit 
someone back there or were stopped at the last moment. Either the 
Inteleon or Sneasel - it's impossible to tell at this far away. Masters 
shakes Lucario off. 


"Go!" he shouts. "Don't waste this opportunity! Get in there!" 


Lucario sprints out of the cloud without a second thought. He sees it: 
a section of the surrounding forest is now engulfed by ghastly 
flames. He sprints across the river, blazing a trail of snow behind 
him. There's a cracking sound. Lucario throws himself down. 


Then there's another cracking sound, then another. By the time he 
realizes he is not being pelted by bullets it is too late. The ice below 
him cracks open. A hand reaches up for his legs, pulling him down 


into his icy grave. Lucario looks at his assailant. 


It's the Sneasel. There are three claw marks on her nape bubbling 
with water-type energy, and her claws webbed like a fish's fins. She 
can breathe, he cannot. She is going to drown him! 


He swings wildly. Trying to move through in the ice cold water feels 
like wading through icy sludge. The more he thrashes, the more he 
weakens. She is able to overpower him like nothing, and the 
Sneasel constricts her slimy claws around his neck. 


He can't move, his arms are too weak to shake her off, and what's 
worse: she starts talking. 


"It's better for you if you stop squirming!" 


A familiar, paralyzing sensation enters his metallic bones. With what 
strength remains, he reaches up for his shoulder. His hands touch a 
metal object. 


"| hate doing this, you-" She cuts herself off, grabbing Lucario's 
hand. "What you got here, eh? Trying to trick me? Trying... to...' 


Her voice is slowing, deepening. It takes watching her claws wilt 
before her eyes to realize what is happening. By then, Lucario is 
able to brute force out her grip with an elbow. He powers through 
her rubbery claws with a flurry. The steel-type Bullet Punches don't 
have the effectiveness they should, yet each successful strike 
pushes her further and further towards the sooty riverbed. 


She lands, crumbling onto the soft earth in an instant. The Sneasel 
goes to stand but falls apart. Her legs have become too big for her. 
The skin sags off her brittle bones as she lies there, trapped in an 
icy prison - too weak to swim out. 


Lucario looks up. The light from whence he fell shining down on his 
face. He shuts his eyes, feeling two auras: the empty glow of a 
ghost-type and a particular blue friend. 


It took a second of Lucario running across the frozen landscape for 


him to disappear, gone, sunken below the river. It could've been a 
rogue water-type, could've been anything really. Thinking about the 
what, the why, and if he's deserved it isn't going to do anything other 
than let despair set in. Masters can still fight, just ignore the fact a 
single shot will absolutely do him in. 


If he is a master of one thing: it is his super secret ability of bottling 
everything up for later. He'll put the fact he is in a bad position and 
save for later when he is sane enough to confront what just 
happened. Like in life it's always important to look on the bright side 
of things; his ride's fine, albeit only a little bit injured; Lucario's a 
fighting type with plenty of resistance to the freezing cold, so maybe 
he can last longer than most swimming; he himself is not entirely 
unconscious just yet. 


And being unconscious is not fun - more so the dreams. Chock it up 
to being an undead creature, he never gets decent sleep. He cannot 
win a fight by going in like a brute, he has to think this through in his 
own weird ways. Though his cards are few, a hand is a hand. 


Masters stands, his side still hurting like a thousand Beedril stings. 
He takes a look at his icy surroundings, which save for the hallmarks 
of a fire in the distance, nothing has changed. The snow falls; winds 
blow. 


His lanterns are out, he has not had the chance to properly replenish 
them since he dropped the gear. Which, speaking of, is still safely 
within his possession - thank goodness. 


Keeping his eyes peeled on his snowy surroundings, Masters spits a 
glob of fire into his hand and holds it out- 


Crack! 


A Snipe Shot explodes the fireball. Sparks fall off his visage like 
harmless raindrops, and he looks towards the shot, seeing nothing 
but the vast empty snowscape. 


"You're done." The voice of the Inteleon echoes. "Surrender. Give 
the gear to me, and | will rescue your friend from the depths below." 


"Other than saving my friend, why should |?" Masters calls back. "Do 
you have any idea what these things do?" 


"Of course | do, everyone knows of the tragedy which happened on 
the Grass Continent." The footsteps get closer. "| can't let us repeat 
the mistakes of our past. There is only one person | trust with these, 
and even then, | can understand why you would be hesitant to 
surrender your gear. You don't have much choice here." 


"Don't you wanna use 'em?" The facade is dropping, Masters can't 
care to put it back on. "Why should | give my gear to you, what 
makes you special?" 


"| don't want to use them. | just want to keep them out of the hands 
of criminal scum." Though he cannot see them, he can feel the 
Inteleon's finger on him, waiting. "| don't care what history you have 
with this Lucario, but he is a criminal, and | can't let that Gear be 
anywhere near him. | thought an explorer would understand." 


"| do. | understand plenty. The last time a criminal scooped the 
gears up, time itself was threatening to crumble apart. | get it, I'd be 
scared to let anyone have these too." 


The snow falls slowly around him, hiding the moonlight with a thin 
veil of clouds. He is a ghost-type, a creature of the night, but even 
he can't see where this lizard is hiding. He has to be close though, 
the question obviously is where? There is nowhere to hide in this 
snowy wasteland, and were he under the water, his voice would be 
muffled by the thick sheet of ice below. 


Stall for time, try to get a read for where he is. Masters reminds 
himself. 


"You're not answering me. What makes you the exception?" The 
Typhlosion calls out. "How can | trust you to not use them for evil or 
whatever's got you worried?" 


"You can't trust me." Louisa affirms. "I'm a person as well, just as 
vulnerable to temptation as anyone else is. | barely trust myself with 
mine. | wish | could say the same for all these explorers." 


Masters' ears twitch in response. He has a Time Gear, of course he 
does. 


"That's not a good reason." 
"I know it isn't." 


Louisa is somewhere right in front of him, somewhere between the 
fiery tree and where Masters stands. Masters squints, racking his 
brain, focusing on wherever the sound came from. Although this 
Time Thief may be more charitable than most, he is running his 
patience thin. 


Think. What can he use? Masters pushed his luck with a second 
parade, so that is out of the question. His dark vision, though 
impeccable, is not working here. His hearing is giving him direction. 
How does he narrow it down? 


The answer is right in his face the entire time. A little flake falls down 
on his nose and is sizzled into nothingness. It's snowing everywhere 
except for one little spot in front of him. 


There are the faint muffled sounds of a fellow below. Something is 
happening under the ice, Masters’ time is running out. 


"Give me the gear. Criminal or not, | don't want your friend to 
drown." 


How long can a fighting-type hold their breath for? A minute? 
Several? Come to think of it, why was he worried in the first place? 
Lucario has something Louisa doesn't know they have. Maybe he is 
going delusional at this point, ghost-types are all a little funny, 
because Masters just starts to giggle. 


Louisa, rightfully confused, speaks up. 
"What's wrong with you?" 
Masters smiles at the invisible man. 


"You're worrying about the wrong friend.” 


The ice explodes infront of masters. An Aura Sphere carreens up 
from the river, ripping through the floor, uppercutting straight into the 
invisible inteleon's jaw. A familiar sight unfolds as the droplets of 
water, chunks of ice - everything freezes in time. 


A layer of water is pulled off of a figure like a sheet, revealing the 
Inteleon who had been hiding in plain sight. Water camouflage. 
Because on top of him sniping them from miles away and being able 
to stop time, of course he has the ability to become nigh-invisible in 
snow or rain. 


Like Lucario before him, someone grabs the Lizard before he can 
slither away from the hole. Masters sprints towards him amidst the 
shock and confusion. Louisa swipes his hand, unleashing a blind Air 
Slash, but the floating chunks of ice around the hole shield the 
Typhlosion running towards him. 


Seemingly out of options, Louisa dunks into the water before 
Masters can reach him. Masters stands above the hole and peers 
down to see Lucario wrestling the water-type, trying to reach for the 
gear suspended around his elongated neck. Lucario is about to hate 
him for what he is going to do, but he gets the feeling he wants the 
gear more than he wants to walk for the next few days. 


Masters takes a deep breath, rubs his hands together, and sparks 
fly from his clenched fists. The glow from his hands shine down into 
the frozen depths as Louisa and Lucario look up with fear in their 
eyes. 


"Don't! St-" 


Masters' fists come down on the water's surface like a drum. Ripple 
after ripple, crack after crack, the lightning from his fists pulses 
through the water - surging through every poor creature caught 
below, including Lucario. Lightning dances over the Inteleon's body 
as he goes limp. Lucario reaches for him and pulls a gear from 
under his cravat as the water-type sinks like a stone. 


But as Masters watches Lucario swim up, there's not just one gear 
glowing in the darkness. Louisa takes his one of two to the abyss 
while Lucario emerges, and Masters reels him up like a fish. His 


face is white, his fur is fried. He lets out a weak cry. 


"There's a second gear!" Lucario wriggles towards the opening. "He 
had two, we gotta - | gotta..." 


"Getting out of here is what we need to do, nevermind the second 
gear." Masters grabs onto his shoulders, ripping his hands away 
from the ice. "| can't swim, | hate water. I'm not going to let you do 
something | can't save you from, you understand?" 


"We came here for the gears, that's why you and | are partners!" 
There's a sudden surge of fervor and youth in the fighting type. He's 
using the infinite trove of years named Masters to heal himself with 
his gear. "We have him by the ropes, keep on smacking the water, 
we can do this! | need that thing!" 


"You don't need it. You got your freedom, don't waste it all doing 
something that's gonna wind up with you gone forever." Masters can 
feel it. He is inches from screaming at him. "We came here with two 
gears, left with three, that's one more gear than we didn't have 
earlier. We're leaving while we're ahead, I'm not losing you to a 
gamble." 


Lucario manages to squirm away from him and runs all of a few 
meters before crumbling on his own legs. He folds up into a 
shivering ball. He can barely keep his mouth open to let out these 
pained, pathetic sounds. Lucario was just in ice-cold water. No 
matter how resilient he is, he is just not built for it. Nevermind the 
gears, he needs shelter fast. 


Masters grabs onto his shoulders, lugging around this dead weight 
of a Lucario to the Rapidash waiting for them. Whiskey, still not a 
name he's used to, peeks his head up in surprise. 

"Sire, were you successful?" He asks, his mane glows with delight. 


"A little too successful, Whiskey." Masters hoists the Sire in question 
over his shoulder. "Help me get him on your back, we need to get 
him to shelter fast! Are you okay to run?" 


Whiskey squats down, and allows the waterlogged Lucario to be 


lugged onto his Back. Masters saddles up, keeping Lucario close as 
their steed takes off without further ado. Once after he's sprint well 
enough away from the dreadful river into the safety of the trees, their 
ride slows down enough to begin speaking instead of panting. 


"Will my sire survive?" The Horse glances over at them. "He seems 
terribly wounded. | can heal him if you wish." 


"It's not something you can just heal off because if it were, he'd be 
back in the water and I'd have no way of stopping him." Masters 
chuckles, the ridiculousness of this whole situation is starting to get 
under his skin. "He's going to be fine, he just needs somewhere 
which isn't out here in the cold. | can keep him breathing with my 
flames until then. How about you?" 


"More than fine! That brew put some pep into my hooves!" He 
bellows joyously. "Not a particular flavor | enjoy, but potions aren't 
meant to be enjoyed per say. | feel fine, warm like a mother's 
embrace." 


Mentions of a potion makes him laugh, of course this odd fellow 
would call wine potions - this weird explorer is a one person show. 
Maybe he should not be laughing at someone who takes their 
mannerisms deadly serious, so serious as to refuse to call Lucario 
anything other than sire, but there is a little bit of joy to be taken in 
his archaic ways. Helps him ignore the fact his partner, Lucario, is 
barely alive. 


"Potions? They have potions where you are from?" Masters leans in, 
his warm chest blanketing Lucario. "Everything is wine here. Berries 
all have healing effects, so if you squash them down into wine, you 
can make them real strong. lapapa is my favorite. It's not for the 
faint of heart, it'll floor you if you're not a fan of sour stuff." 


"Oh | could imagine. Indeed we have potions whence | came. 
Potions were indeed made in the same ways as your brews, our 
wines were lighter, yours is close to what those concoctions tasted 
like. | would gladly regale you with stories of my world but as if you'll 
recall - my memory is a great and terrible fog." He once again peeks 
over, steering them out of the way of a giant collapsed tree. "Do you 
think that is intentional, my Amnesia?" 


"That's a question you should save for Lapras, not me. | don't know 
enough about the Sea and it's best if we keep things that way." 
Masters reaches for Lucario's hand, prying the gear away from his 
cold, half-conscious fingers. There is a chain attached to it, and he 
dons it just like his other, safely hiding it under his cowl. "I think 
these gears have a part to play with the Sea, | don't know. That's a 
question future me can tackle." 


"Ah yes, the gears. You've kept on mentioning them since we met, 
and | assume you were attacked for carrying them? What are these 
gears of yours, if | may ask?" 


"They're called Time Gears. There's two sets, one controls time, the 
other distorts it. We're looking for the Black Time Gears, and by 
collecting them, you can supposedly do something beyond time and 
space. Like a wish." He holds the cold metal close to his chest. 
"There's this crazy bounty on them right now, and people are losing 
their minds trying to claim it. The guy we fought wasn't looking to get 
the bounty, and those are the guys we gotta worry about. | call the 
crazies Time Thieves in my head, helps differentiate the two." 


"That's quite the title, one I'll truly remember. Where did you come 
up with such a name?" 


Here it comes, an awful, mournful feeling. He should have expected 
it would veer its face once the words "Time Thief" slipped out of his 
mouth. 


Masters glances at the fighting-type, his body barely clinging to the 
Rapidash and his own life. Was he conscious? Can he even hear 
them? It's impossible to tell, and the cold has frozen his eyelids shut. 
It is not too late for him. Focus on the now, keep the past where it 
belongs. Lucario is one thief he can actually save. 


"You remember how | said there were two sets? Someone tried 
stealing the other set, and got labeled the Time Thief." Masters 
explains, his voice as dry as sand. "We're stealing other gears, it 
fits." 


This seems to satisfy the horse as he grows quiet. All they hear is 
the crunching of his hooves on the snow, the wind in his ears, and 


the queasy breath of Lucario near his lap. Three gears, three gears 
down out of however many. Just getting to where they are now 
would have taken years off his life if he was still mortal. Masters will 
not find rest on the Dusk Continent, not while this hunt is on. And 
Lucario, who knows how long it will take for him to be in fighting 
shape once more? 


There is somewhere he could go, a hidden place few souls have 
even heard of, yet alone travelled. If he wants answers about the 
sea, he knows who he can rely on. If he wants to be in hiding, he 
knows where to go. If for whatever reason he wants those other 
Time Gears, he knows where he can find them. If the gears are not 
in the land above the world, then they are in the safe possession of 
people who would remember his face. 


He would be pushing his luck some by asking for another ride so 
early. Unlike Lucario, his naval friend was built for the iciest of 
waters. He can take them there, cold season or not. It's just a matter 
of if he wants to play this card so soon. 


They have no leads after this save for hunting Louisa or another 
explorer down, both times they nearly lost their lives. They can rest 
now because they are ahead of the game, and holding onto three of 
these puts the completion of the full set on hold. There are people 
out there, people who know him, who spend their entire lives 
focused on time and distortions. Maybe he can ask them a favor 
Or... 


The more he thinks of it, the more he convinces himself. With a 
stern, defeated sigh. Masters taps the horse on the back of its head, 
and Whiskey looks to him, eyes glittering in the darkness. 


"Whiskey." Masters clears his throat. "You've only been awake for 
less than a day, are you okay with taking a sudden vacation?" 


"Vacation? Why most certainly, my heart has been frozen for too 
long. It yearns for the warmth of my fellows and adventure." 
Whiskey nods eagerly. "| entrust you and my sire with my reins, you 
may take me wherever you choose." 


"It's - it's not about whether we want to drag you along, take us out 


of the picture. Do you want a break or do you not?" He leans in as 
close as he can without smothering Lucario in his fur. "Remember 
what | said about a friend who can help you with your Amnesia? 
Well, they're the ones who will be taking us there. You will have a 
whole day out on the Sea to talk his ears off." 


"Wonderful, but you mustn't concern yourself with my troubles. | 
serve you and-" 


Masters, at this point, lightly slaps the horse on the side of his 
cheek. He looks utterly astonished, not angry or frustrated, he just 
has the look a hatchling does when they ask something rather silly. 


"Yes, friend of my Sire! |, of my own volition, agree to vacation!" He 
nods along. "Lead the way to the landing and | shall carry you until 
the sea stops me in its tracks!" 


A bit overdramatic, as per usual. The point is made clear. He has 
two votes on vacation. No matter what Lucario says when he wakes 
up he is outmatched. He is going to make sure this thief gets all the 
care he needs or so help them all. 


The feeling looming over him is replaced by an odd warmth, a 
hopeful sensation that keeps his ghostly flames burning brightly. 
Guided by a waterlogged map, their steed carries the two to safety. 
Eventually, they leave the evergreens of Jade Forest, making it to 
another swathe of open, snow-covered landscape. This time, there 
are no Inteleon or Time Thieves to stop them on their ride towards 
safety. 


Although his flames are not the blazing fire they once were, they are 
enough to ward off the elements for however long. Soon, amidst a 
night which never seems to end, they spot the distant blue glow of a 
town lying in the tundra. Glowing windows, cozy bungalows, safety 
is in sight. 


And come morning, or however long it will take for his friend to be 
well, they will make for the nearest port and cross The Sea of Time. 


Louisa by Dani 


// Expect some impromptu out of order storytelling in the future, this 
chapter was gonna come out much later but to prevent burnout and 


just to make things feel more satisfying, I've shuffled some things 
around some bit. 


35 - Snowed Inn 


Chapter 35: 35 - Snowed Inn 


Masters brings them to an Inn in Lapis Town. Shorter chapter. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


The town's sheer distance from anywhere else must be a natural 
filter as there are nowhere near the number of explorers flooding 
these cold, dingy streets than Halfway Rock. Then again, Lapis 
Town is not a dedicated sanctuary, it is just another settlement 
caught in the crossfire of a quest bigger than this entire continent. 
This is just a nice little town out in the middle of these snowy wastes. 
There is an exploration society nearby, otherwise, it just a blip on the 
snowy wastes. 


Travelling into Lapis Town on the back of a glowing steed makes for 
a good first impression. There are more ice-types here than Lucario 
can threaten with his bullet punches. Those outside at dark hour 
give them little more than curious cages, watching a trio of travellers 
journey into town like knights in hats instead of armor. Masters gives 
them each a kind wave, while the knight basks in the sea of ogling 
eyes. 


Thank goodness Masters told Whiskey to keep it down or else he 
would be bellowing about his travels the whole way through town. 
Minutes of agonizing stares later they maneuver through the snow 
topped homes and log houses till something resembling an inn 
comes into clear view. Two stories tall, windows glowing with 
warmth, and the sign outside frozen over. This is where they will 
have to stay. 


Masters slides off of Whiskey's back, dragging Lucario through the 


inn's front doors. A Croconaw working the desk perks up when he 
sees them, lifting his head up from a plate of berries he was gorging 
on. 


"Erm... can | help you two?" 


Whiskey squeezes through the door. The horse takes one look at 
the foyer, spotting the rug in front of the stone fireplace and seating 
himself right there, drying his giant lochs off in the fire. Somehow, 
the pastel glow on his hair is brighter than the flames behind him. 


"Three, actually. Mind him back there." Masters nods at Whiskey. 
"He's a bit old fashioned, he doesn't like bedding, but | assure you 
he doesn't bite." 


"May'st | stay in the foyer, water-kin?" The Rapidash asks from afar. 
"| shall pay a tavern fare if it should content thee." 


The water-type stares at the three strangers, his eyes constantly 
looking back and forth. The plate of roasted berries at the desk gets 
colder by each moment he spends there ditzing in place. He stares 
at the fire, the stairs, the way they came and finally looks down 
under his desk. 


"Yeah, we have a room. Welcome to The Bristly Beartic by the way." 
Something about the way this Croconaw talks seems out of order, 
as if he is reading from a script and failing to even do that.t. "Two 
Hundred poke, fifty for your friend if he wants to stay in the foyer, so 
two fifty together | think?" 


Two hundred is pricey. It Mmst be the influx of explorers jacking up 
the price of every service under the sun. The Croconaw manning the 
desk does not seem like one to haggle, so Masters just shrugs, and 
pours out Honchkrow's coins from Lucario's damp purse. 


It is at this point, the Croconaw finally catches on to what the deal 
with the Lucario Masters is carrying around. After counting the coins, 
quietly shuffles fifty back to them. He smiles for a split second. 


"Your room's the one right next to the janitor's closet, it's one bed, if 
that's fine by you." 


Again? Just his luck. 


"Uh, yeah, it'll be okay." It is not, but a roof is a roof and Masters 
can't possibly complain. "Does the heat get up there fine?" 


"What do you mean? Yeah, it does." The Croconaw slinks back into 
their chair, he pops an grilled Aspear berry into his mouth and 
throws a key onto the counter. "If it doesn't, then there's like, nothing 
| can really do about it. | can offer you a refund but-" 


"No, that's fine." Masters says with a smile, snatching the key as 
well as the fifty he was ‘discounted’. He looks over to the Rapidash. 
"Are you going to be okay, do you need anything?" 


"| will be fine here, my friend. Let me slumber in peace so | may ride 
you to safety come morning." 


Masters nods and drags Lucario upstairs to their room. He opens a 
door upstairs, drags Lucario's partly conscious body inside, dropping 
him dead onto the bed. This room was almost the same as the 
previous one, instead of fancy red sheets and lighting they now have 
the Luxury of a window looking outside to the snowy night. 


Masters closes the curtains, then starts digging through Lucario's 
things, throwing everything other than the gear wrapped around his 
shoulder into the bottom drawer of the nearby dresser. He tucks 
Lucario's unconscious body into the sheets, throws himself down, 
holding a little blue doll named Dee snug in his arms. 


He shuts his eyes, shoving every other foul thought away, thinking 
only of whatever little thing this doll would look cutest in. 


There are two things Lucario instantly notices. One, he's no longer 
cold. Two, he is not jostled around on the back of a Rapidash. He is 
somewhere with a roof over his head and something big, round and 
ghostly sleeping next to him. It is not Halfway Rock, it has to be 
somewhere else. Wherever this somewhere is he is once again 
trapped in the same bed of who he can only assume his masters. 


So there he is, lying like a sack of potatoes. He is no longer at threat 


of becoming an ice cube but still very much ill. Who would have 
guessed the very same metal bones which are so good at deflecting 
attacks are also prone to freezing over? They are, because they are 
essentially freezing him on the inside out. 


That is probably what has happened, because it sure feels like he is 
being frozen inside out. It does not feel like something is stabbing 
him all over his body, instead there is this rigidity - like he has been 
aged by Honchkrow's gear all over again. 


Oh right, Time Gears. Lucario reaches up to his shoulder. Thank 
Winter it's still there. 


So where is he? Lapis Town? It is pretty cozy here, but no amount 
of blankets tucking him in are going to dry him out completely. He 
looks around for a source of warmth and finds nothing except the 
blankets and wherever the heat is coming from under the 
floorboards. Oh, and also there is this Fire-type trying to sleep right 
next to him. Fire types are a source, right? 


Lucario wriggles in place. The blankets tucking him in feel like a 
straightjacket. He can't move an inch out of them; he is so weak. 
Like a fish in a water he jerks around, flailing with his pathetic frozen 
limbs till his head smacks into the side of Masters’. 


"Hey!" Lucario shouts, his voice gravelly and hoarse. "Hey! I'm cold! 
Can you do something about it?" 


"I'm trying to sleep, Lucario." Masters constricts around the blue doll 
in his hands even harder, looking away. "I'm tired, hurt, and I've had 
a long day. | don't need much sleep so please don't bothe- OW!" 


Lucario throws his body forwards again, bashing his metal skull into 
the Typhlosion. 


"I'm cold! | can't move my arms or legs, 'M!" Lucario growls through 
his metal teeth. "You didn't even bother to dry me off, didn't you? 
These blankets feel like red rags!" 


"You're fine! You're next to me, you'll dry off, okay?" 


"But I'm cold and damp right now!" He keeps on whining. "You're a 


walking torch, move over here so | don't freeze while I'm sleeping." 


After much bickering over completely nothing Masters finally inches 
closer to him. The flames floating around his head warm Lucario's 
face, and he breathes a much needed sigh of relief. Finally, he does 
not feel like he is about to wither up here. But it is not enough, the 
flames of his are nowhere as warm as they look. In fact, he may 
have been better off simply soaking in this bed instead of teasing 
himself with the warmth of his friend's flames. 


"Closer, Idiot!" 


Masters worms closer. The fire, at this point, is warm like a summer 
breeze. Not good enough. It will take an hour before he thaws out! 
This sucks! 


"That's not even close! | said closer." 


Master whips around, his garnet eyes full of anger. He grips the blue 
thing in his hands like he is about to ram it into Lucario's face and 
smother him, but instead hee grabs Lucario by his dumb head, then 
buries him right into the three burning flames below his neck. It is 
warm, it feels nice, Lucario can feel the cold leaving him almost 
instantly and nothing about it screams intimacy whatsoever. 


In fact, they both hate it. Masters especially. He sounds suitably 
bitter when he speaks. 


"Anything else? Can | go back to sleep now?" 
"My arms." 


He grabs Lucario's frozen hands - which hurt by the way, and wraps 
them around his chest. Finally Masters turns over on his side, 
smothering his own face with the blue plush thing. The Typhlosion's 
fur puffs up in anger. 


"Just let go when you're better, okay?" Masters growls, muffled. " | 
don't wanna babysit you - I'm a bad parent." 


"You were a parent?" 


The words leave Lucario's mouth before he realizes how bad of a 
question it is to ask. It is like putting oil on a fire, literally and 
figuratively. Masters nearly roars, and his flames flare as though he 
is actually about to implode. 


"No - yes! That - that doesn't matter!" Masters bites down on his own 
tongue. "Are you done warming up your hands, Rei? | hate when 
people touch me! You know what happens when people hold my 
hand..." 


"Yeah, the Scream, but don't you need to be holding a relevant 
object for that thing to work? Your stupid doll and this pillow don't 
have any relevance in the grand scheme of things, so what are you 
worried about?" 


It's a miracle he had the ability to remember him mentioning the 
scream after falling unconscious for who knows how long? Point is, 
after this, Masters kinda admits defeat, curling up even further 
around his little doll. Masters shuts out the entire world around him, 
shutting his eyes, stuffing his head in the pillows. 


Lucario's hands have warmed enough for him to move them. Call it 
pragmatism or just being too comfortable where he is, the fighting 
type doesn't pull away. He shuffles closer, wreaths his tired body 
around him, and rests his head on the explorer's worn shoulders. 
Masters doesn't fuss or fight, he simply sits there, trying his best to 
drift into sleep. 


Right now, right here, he feels right. He feels warm; he feels safe. 


Morning comes faster than expected. Well, not morning per say - it's 
still night out. Guess the dark season has come along because 
looking through the curtains of the room's only window he sees only 
darkness. 


There are no longer damp blankets holding him down, and he can 
actually move of his own volition. He still feels like he has had the 
hangover of the century, his insides are cold, and stepping out of 

bed feels like stubbing a toe - otherwise, he is fine. 


Masters stands by the door waiting, fully geared up just like last time 
when he woke up in the hotel. He seems to be the early riser of the 
two, ghost-types 'n all that. He must not need the same hours he 
does. 


And before Lucario can say a thing, Masters grabs Lucario's stuff 
from a cupboard and throws the damp bundle towards him. Lucario 
catches the lump of things, nearly falling over. 


"We're going on vacation." Masters says, watching Lucario hurriedly 
slap cowl back on. "We're leaving this Continent for a bit. If you have 
family here, you should maybe send a letter to them." 


"Where, first of all?" Lucario adjusts the Murkow hat. "And second of 
all, since when were we going on vacation?" 


"Since yesterday. | planned it while you were out cold. Your steed 
needs answers, | need a break, and we just need answers in 
general. You got anyone you want to say goodbye to before we 
leave?" 


"What about the gears? The explorers? The bounties and stuff? 
What about people like Louisa-" 


Lucario takes a step towards him, and his legs just crumble. Masters 
catches him in the knick of time, levying him back onto his as though 
he were an ancient statue. Point proven. 


"| think nearly drowning and freezing has really done a number on 
you." Masters pushes him upright, and turns around, opening the 
door with his roomkey. "We have three gears out of however many, 
we're in the lead. We can afford to take a bit of a break." He looks 
over his shoulder. "Do | need to walk you outside or can you move 
on your own?" 


"Don't expect me to start running." 
Masters grins. 
"That's why we have Whiskey." 


Master leads the way for him, right down the stairs, past the foyer 


where he leaves the key on the desk. He leads them out into the 

land of eternal night, where not a second seems to have passed 

since Lucario was dragged here.. The streets are crowded as if it 
were broad daylight, and lanterns shine in the absence of the sun 
overhead. 


Across the partly frozen lake, Lucario sees a large building of some 
kind, whose giant windows shine a beacon on the lake. That's the 
guild, or society or whatever. There's a fancy bridge right next to it, 
followed by a river leading all the way to where the sky meets the 
earth. Masters does not waste a second when they step outside, 
leaping onto Whiskey's back and extending a hand to Lucario. 


If they are heading outside of the Dusk Continent then it will be 
Lucario's first time actually anywhere. Masters is not taking him to a 
distant dungeon or whatever, he's actually going somewhere across 
the sea, to a land far from this dreary little rock full of explorers. 


The sky above is clear, a large moon hangs overhead, shining down 
upon them like a guiding hand. Where Masters is taking him, there 
will be no Krows, no gear hunters, just him, Masters and wherever 
they are going to. He is taking him elsewhere, to somewhere safe, 
but something about leaving so soon seems wrong. 


"Luc? What's the matter?" 


Lucario blinks, glancing over his shoulder. The Typhlosion's hand 
remains outstretched. He beckons him to their steed. 


"Nothing. And don't worry about the letters, | don't have anyone to 
send them to." He reaches out, taking the Typhlosion's hand, and 
the ghost ifts him onto their steed's back. "Let's move on." 


"And move on we shall!" Their steed answers proudly. "At the end of 
the river lies the nearest port towards the sea, though abandoned, | 
imagine it shall serve the well friend of my sire." 


With a leap, the Rapidash gallops away, guiding them with his 
glowing mane through the never ending night. They reach out of 
town, then take a road leaving outwards towards the river. Wherever 
they are going, Masters has had this whole route planned out long 


before Lucario woke up. 


And Masters, the pokemon with the ticket off of this continent and a 
touch-fearing explorer, still holds Lucario's hand tight.. He hasn't let 
go, and he's smiling from ear to ear as they leap across the frozen 
lands. 


Maybe Masters trusts Lucario. At least enough to let him hold his 
hand. 


Perhaps last night was no mere fluke? 


// lf ch36 doesn't go up before it, merry cringle. 


36 - A Forgotten Place 


Chapter 36: 36 - A Forgotten Place 


Lucario, Masters and their new friend make it to their Vacation spot. 
Someone is waiting for them. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


The river was surprisingly quiet, guess they had proven themselves 
to the watery and icy ferals by finishing off a big scary Inteleon 
earlier because none had surfaced in their journey to the edge of 
this road. Whiskey, galloping across the snowy earth, ploughs down 
these roads with haste, till eventually the river comes to an end. 
Waiting for them is a vast, insurmountable expanse of ocean waters, 
stretching out as far as the horizon. 


There is no dock, would there be? No pokemon in their right minds 
would swim all the way around the Dusk Continent to come to a 
dock this far north unless they want to freeze over. Present around 
here are some water-types. The majority of whom are the sentient 
folks preying on their mindless kin, catching them for their delicious, 
succulent meats. 


Whiskey carries the duo all the way to where the river ends and 
where a pitch-black shore begins. Stretching from horizon to 
horizon, the mass of black sand envelops the entirety of the dusk 
continent. On this side, the icy side, the waters are so cold in the 
dark season that the moment they touch the sand they freeze before 
the trio's eyes. Masters hops off, while Lucario clings to whiskey 
weakly, gripping his lochs for dear life. 


"Well, we didn't come across an explorer trying to end us." Lucario 
speaks between laboured breaths. "What's your plan, 'M? Does your 


friend know you're here?" 


"He knows I'm here - on the Dusk Continent, he doesn't know I'm 
waiting for him at the northern shore." Masters reaches into his hat, 
unfurling the cloth. The pattern etched into it shines in the moonlight. 
"Do any of you have a torch?" 


Lucario looks at the Rapidash who shakes his head, his glittery hair 
swaying all around. 


"No sir." Whiskey speaks. "A knight shan't lose his locks, for they 
are key to his regality. | can't let you take my pride from me, 
Masters." 


The Typhlosion shrugs. Who needs a torch? He's a fire type, and so 
lights one of his two lanterns with spectral fire. He hoists the flame 
overhead, unfurls the cloth, and the radial symbol shines like magic. 
Suddenly, a thin beam shoots out of it into the horizon - rendering 
both onlookers utterly speechless. 


Was that magic? Some kind of occult, summoning ritual? Lucario 
does not have the time nor intellect to figure out what has happened. 
He just stares out towards where this magical shooting star has 
flown. A figure emerges from where the moon and water meet, 
gliding inches above the cold dark surface of the sea. 


A huge water-type pokemon emerges from the moon. Gliding along 
the waters at a speed which could make Winter envy him, Lapras 
arrives at the dark shore in mere moments, his shelled back waiting 
for the three explorers to hop aboard. He looks over his shoulder. 


"Come along, Masters." Lapras beckons with a nod of his head. "Are 
those others new recruits? I'd be surprised." 


"No, Team Chaser's gone. These are some trusted friends of mine." 
Masters forwards, limbing aboard the ginormous shell. "Take us to 
the Hidden Land, | need a break." 


"Ah! The hidden land! Your new friends must be trustworthy indeed 
if you're taking them there of all places." Lapras turns his head to 
Lucario and Whiskey, nodding at them both in greeting. "Have either 


of you crossed the Sea of Time before? Both of you are in for a 
treat." 


"No, | haven't." Lucario wanders down to the shore, the cold waters 
tickle his feet as he climbs aboard Lapras' giant shell. Whiskey 
follows suit, coiling his body around the larp lumps on the transport 
pokemon's shell. "How long is it until we get this hidden land or 
wherever?" 


"No less than a day, eight hours or so?" Lapras glances back. "Your 
friends are fed, aren't they?" 


"| have a few berries, they'll be okay." Masters smiles. "Anything 
else from you two?" 


"No sire." Whiskey answers for them, and Lucario nods along, 
gripping onto one of Lapras' giant humps. "Lead us to this fabled 
land, traveller of the seas!" 


Lapras laughs in response, and heads out, carrying them through 
the waves of an unimaginably cold ocean. Riding aboard his shell 
feels like being carried by the wings of a great flying type. They did 
not rock everywhere, there is no fear of falling off. The only thing 
they feel is the cool sensation of The Sea's winds against their 
backs, and the warmth of Masters keeping them all from frosting 
over. 


After a while Lapras settles to a brisk pace, cruising over the unruly 
seas in a gentle stride. The waters are calm as far as the sea, and 
stars glisten above their heads like volbeat flickering in a swarm. 
Lucario, half awake, stares up at the brilliant skies while the equine 
fellow next to him turns his attention to their ferryman. 


"What is your name, sir?" Whiskey asks politely. 
"Lapras." The Ferry pokemon answers. 


"Very well, sir Lapras." Whiskey smiles back. "Could you tell me 
more about these Seas?" 


"| will tell you what | have told many other fallers: you became lost to 
the Sea of Time when you came here. What was once a barrier of 


temporal and spatial distortion has grown in immense size, and has 
developed an intrinsic connection to many mystery dungeons. Think 
of it as a vast dungeon spanning from coast to coast, some 
dungeons acting as gateways to it, and becoming lost into the sea is 
no different from being lost to a dungeon." 


"The Sea is a horrid thing; knowledge of it is not to be given 
frivolously. It leaves its mark on those who understand it. Out of 
courtesy for your friends | can only say so much." 


Whiskey nods softly, lying against the shell, seemingly content with 
the half-answer. A few minutes of silence pass, glacial seawater 
beating against the shell. Lapras looks back. 


"What do you know about the Hidden Land, Lucario?" he asks. 


“Other than it's around the Grass Continent, away from whatever's 
happening back home, and is probably safe - | don't know a thing. 
You can't make me care, honestly." Lucario slumps down, resting 
his back against the many grooves along Larpas' shell. "I didn't 
really agree to this vacation, and a safe place is a safe place." 


His only experience with safe places are little hideouts the Krows 
have set up for their mooks like him. If asked about criminal activity 
or hideouts, you always act like you have never heard of it before. 
You pretend to forget where these safehouses are, and move on 
with the rest of your life 


"It's not that | don't care about this Hidden Land of yours, but it's got 
Hidden in its name, | have to respect it don't 1?" Lucario glances 
over at Masters. "Do |?" 


"Not really. It's impossible to reach." Masters taps the giant shell 
they are resting on. "Lapras is the only pokemon | know who can 
take us there and back. There are others, but their schedules aren't 
nearly as open." 


"Others? Are there taverns there? Bars?" 


"It's called the Hidden Land, Lucario." Lapras chuckles, interrupting 
the two. "It wouldn't be hidden if there were bars and taverns there. 


It's a place beyond time, most of it being Mystery Dungeon, the 
landing and the garden are the two safest spots." 


Masters' eyes shoot open. 


"Garden?" The Typhlosion sputters. "Wait, did the big man take up 
gardening while | was gone? Who builds a Garden in the Hidden 
Land? There's no one there!" 


Lapras' chuckling bursts into straight laughter. He picks up pace. 
The splashing underneath begins to fade away as they experience 
the sensation of slowly being lifted into the sky. They are rising - no, 
flying. Masters seems unphased by the fact they are now flying on 
the back of a giant water-type, or how he has begun to transport 
them at speeds thought to be borderline impossible 


Somehow, the air gushing around them does not throw the three 
pokemon on his back into depths below. Other than this rising 
sensation deep within Lucario's gut, it is as if they had not left the 
waters' surface.. Lucario's too afraid to move, meanwhile Masters is 
up near the water-type's head, looking as if he is about to strangle 
the giant pokemon's neck. 


"Hey! Did someone move in?" Masters frets 
Lapras smiles back at him. 


"They had asked me not to spoil the surprise." 


The thought of falling off into the abyss was not one he could shake 
off easily. It kept Lucario wide awake, watching the fog roll beneath 
them, fighting the urge to reach out and grab the clouds overhead. 
Masters was uncharastically silent, his face puffed up the whole way 
through. While Whiskey is the only one really engaging with Lapras, 
occasionally asking little things about how life was in this place. 
What did guilds do? What were dungeons? Whiskey asked things 
anyone can answer, but Lapras seemed to enjoy the talk, answering 
each of the equine's questions in a rambling voice. 


After the third or fourth repetitive back and forth it becomes 


background noise. Lucario's eyes grow heavy, the howling of wind 
transforms into a lullaby. He drifts off into a lousy sleep. 


The next time he opens his eyes they have landed somewhere. 
Masters is about to elbow into Lucario when he shakes himself 
awake, and slips off of Larpas' shell onto a bed of soft, warm grass. 


There are oak trees and pink wildflowers all around. Right of Lucario 
is a cliff where their ride lounges, and to his right, a path through the 
overgrown forest.. Giant mountains tower in the distance, and 
standing higher than any mountain is the literal tower floating on 
isles of broken earth. It feels like walking into a dream, nothing 
Lucario sees makes sense. 


"Thank you, Lapras." Masters says, stepping out onto the grass. 
"Are you going to be waiting here?" 


"Oh, no. I'll be gone to my usual spot." Larpas glances down at 
Lucario, helping him stand with a friendly nudge. "The Hidden Land 
is not the treacherous place you remember it, Masters. You and 
your friends are safer here than anywhere else. You will find the 
Garden as well as the person waiting for you near the Old Ruins." 


Lucario hops onto his feet, glancing at Whiskey then at Masters, the 
latter with an odd gaze in his eyes. He seems worried, as close to as 
worried as someone an explorer of his prestige can be. 


"How's the dungeon?" Masters asks. 


"You've been expected, you'll have no trouble reaching the temple. 
The Temporal Tower is off limits of course." Lapras glances up to 
the sky. The big scary tower has a name after all. "I'm sure you can 
understand why." 


Masters nods, and they watch as this giant pokemon swerves 
around, then tosses themselves off the ledge with pride, speeding 
off as though he were carried by Winter herself. Masters moves 
forward, and two strangers to the Hidden Land follow him down a 
path of oak trees and wildflowers. Truly, if it were not for the fact 
they had come here off the back of a flying Lapras, the Hidden Land 
seems no different than any other resplendent place. 


The canopy shrouds the forest in darkness. They walk through the 
trees utterly unperturbed, only hearing the distant chitters and howls 
from holes cut through the floating isle. Normally, this means 
stepping in the wrong place could mean certain doom, but the sheer 
noise roaring from those pits generally means no one is gonna be 
stupid enough to stumble into one. 


After an hour-long walk, the distant sights of mountains become 
broken up by old ruins and towers. Another hour passes, dusk 
slowly starts to crest the floating isle. Lapras must have outraced the 
sun, it seems. 


The long road ends at the mouth of a giant cave. Masters sparks 
one of the lanterns. With a nervous look leads them inside. Upon 
seeing a cavern covered in vines, the visible fear twists into 
confusion. 


"There are supposed to be murals here." Masters mutters. "All sorts 
of big shots. Guess no one's been taking care of this place." 


"Murals of who?" Lucario asks. 


"Nevermind." The explorer grumbles, shining his lantern near one of 
the walls. The walls are so thick with flora, it is impossible to see 
what lies behind the vegetation other than the off speckles of color. 
"They don't want us looking at some old pictures." 


Why is he so grumpy about old art? Masters clearly knows this 
place, maybe it's some embarrassing art of when he was a 
hatchling? Either way, he and his steed follow Masters through the 
tunnel. 


Lucario eyes the stonework. Nothing about it seems special, his old 
dorm in halfway Rock was way better looking than this, but the 
sheer size of it all makes it seem as if a giant had punched a hole 
through the earths. Giant columns on each side hold up the 
mountain. Clumps of moss dangle down like long forgotten 
decorations, and the light on the other end of the tunnel is just far 
enough to be blinding. 


Towards the end, just when they can see the steps of a huge 


something out in the light, Masters stops unceremoniously, turning 
to his attention one of these aforementioned murals. Two obscured 
figures, one pink, and one blue, hidden by vines. He steps forward, 
lays a hand on the brambles, and sighs. 


"You praying 'M?" Lucario takes a step over to him. "I didn't take you 
as a prayer-person." 


"I'm not." 


Masters pulls on the vines trying to reveal what is behind it, but the 
vines are too flames flicker with futile rage at the hidden creature as 
grips onto his lantern and storms out into the light. 


Whatever was supposed to be on the other side of the tunnel, nature 
has taken over it completely. The pyramid, gigantic and majestic, is 
blooming like a hill in springtime. Stubborn trees and flowers grow 
beneath the cracks in the stone, while moss oozes out of the 
stairwell, turning into a slick, deadly slide. Their side is nothing more 
than dirt, a path of stone to the stairs, and little cultivated bushes 
funneling them to the structure. The real garden, the one where 
Masters’ friend is waiting for him, starts with the blue tree at the top 
and the other side of this giant thing. 


Looking at the Pyramid makes Lucario's legs hurt, meanwhile 
Masters is already climbing up over the stairs. Whiskey is the only 
one in awe of this gigantic pyramid. 


"Wow..." The horse speaks. Very insightful. 


Still weary from the cold from two days ago, walking upwards feels 
like fording a river. Lucario can barely keep up with Masters. Every 
mossy step up is an exercise in anxiety, worrying he could fall back 
and break all his bones on the way down. 


"Hey!" Lucario calls out. 


Masters turns around. His red eyes glare from the shadow of his hat, 
and he continues climbing, burning the moss off the stairs with every 
step. 


What is wrong with him? Lucario climbs up after the Explorer, and 


when catches sight of Masters halfway down the second stairs, his 
legs give in. As nice those pink trees look on the other side there is 
no way the garden is worth the extra steps. Lucario throws himself 
down on the bed of blue leaves, folding his frostbitten legs. 


"Are you okay Sire?" 


The horse clacks up the stairs, looking all around himself with an 
expression of pure fascination. Lucario groans. 


"Yes, yes. I'm just tired! 'M's not helping!" He grips onto the nearby 
roots, pulling himself up against the trunk of the strange tree. "It's my 
first time crossing the pond. Floating islands are cool and all, but 
being here hasn't magically fixed me" 


He looks down the stairs, watching Masters vanish into the trees 
below. 


"Do you think 'M was trying to hurt me with that walk?" 


"| would have gladly carried you, Sire." The Rapidash steps 
forwards, sitting his body down next to him. The pink glow of his 
mane meets the blue shining down on them, combining into a royal 
violet. "But you had insisted on walking. |, as your knight, can never 
go against your wishes." 


"You can suggest things to me, you know? | appreciate you calling 
me Lord, and Sire, makes me feel cool - like a head Honchkrow. I'm 
not your boss, though. 'M brought up the idea of hiring someone fast 
to bring us back and forth. A friend pointed me in your direction, and 
we found you." 


"You're a rapidash, at least you look like one. | thought you were 
supposed to be fire-types. You learn something everyday." Lucario 
kicks his legs, fighting off the numbness. "What was that thing you 
did earlier? The healing thing?" 


"Heal Pulse? It's a battle prayer. If you were to fall over, | could 
mend your wounds, but there are some injuries only time can heal." 
He sighs softly. "If | could help you, Sire-" 


"You would help me, | get it. You sound like 'M." 


This guy is like, arcane to him, a walking enigma clad in glittery 
gowns. Talks like a fool, acts questions as if he were a fool, and is 
as loyal as one. How did the contract work? When is Whiskey done 
serving him? Can he just tell him to bug off forever? Only two things 
exist for this guy and it's his service to Lucario, and whatever the 
Sea did to him. He seems to be enjoying his new lease on life, 
missing memories be damned. 


"Whiskey." Lucario speaks. 
"Yes, Sire?" 


He looks at the badge clipped to Whiskey's glowing mane. The pink 
crystal inside it is nearly the same as its wearers' fur. 


"What does your badge do? It's not going to summon more super 
dangerous pokemon, is it?" 


"My badge is a compass which points to others of its same guild. If it 
had the ability to conjure fiends, well, let's just say there are worse 
things to be than frozen." 


That was kinda funny, if a bit morbid. Lucario snorts. 


"| guess." 


Fifteen years, fifteen years it took for this place to fall into disrepair. 
The walls are filled with weeds, moss, and all manner of overgrowth. 
No one is going to be using the thing at the centre of the stage 
because of the giant tree built in the key slot, never mind the fact the 
key to operate it is... well. 


No one knows where it is. Masters wouldn't be travelling with a cloth 
if he had it. 


Up above is a grizzly sight, a massive tower looms over them 
floating on a mass of crumbling earth. It is not the existential threat it 
once was. It's now a delipidated reminder dangling above the world, 
guarded by an unconquerable Sea of Time and Space. If the ship is 
unusable, then it is truly never to be touched again. All itis now isa 


memory. 
Good riddance. 


Since setting foot here, there has been this feeling of dread deep 
within Masters' stomach. The Dungeon has been tamed, the 
distortions have ended, and if there are ferals here they are most 
certainly docile. If the beast is here - then he is probably busy up in 
the aforementioned tower, existing, holding the fabric of time 
together with his sheer presence. Dialga may not be the crazed 
madman he was, but he could not be the one trying to surprise him, 
they are barely on speaking terms. 


So what is Masters afraid of? This is the safest place in the entire 
world right now; nothing to worry about here. No matter how many 
times he tells himself this in his head his nerves remain shot, breath 
quivering, his blood stays ice cold. It feels like thousands of eyes are 
on him as he climbs down the pyramid, which suppose, there is one: 
the person waiting for him in the garden below. 


A soft breeze travels up the mountainous ziggurat, carrying pedals 
through the air like pink, silky snowflakes. His footsteps echo, ticking 
down like a countdown. The road up ahead is like a portal to a 
separate world, one filled with lavish leaves and flora. 


A few steps into the garden, he spits out a glob of fire, and slams it 
into one of his lanterns. His hand remains over the flame, gripping 
the weapon close. Masters steps forward. 


Pink petals flutter down like snow, and flowers bloom all around. The 
old slate stones are polished to a near shine. This place could not 
be any more inviting than it is, yet here he is, almost sweating 
bullets. 


Deeper he goes, entering a large area with his flames flickering with 
anxiety. A crude fountain had been erected in the centre of it, while 
tents made of the same reddish bark of these blooming trees are in 
the back. Instead of hay beds, they are crammed with flower petals. 
On the other side of the clearing: berry trees and a crude archway 
leading to nowhere. It feels less like a garden, more like a camp. 


Who would be camping here? Who would have the time to plant all 
the trees and cultivate the flowers? It is absolutely a trick of the 
Hidden Land, it has to be. Maybe this is an apology for what 
happened in this very spot? No, it can't be. If Dialga had wanted to 
apologize, he would have brought De- 


All of a sudden, like an arrow straight to his stomach, a dry 
sensation rises up to Masters' throat. Ice cold sweat gushes down 
his brow. He starts heaving, and his eyes dart around the garden in 
search of someone who no longer exists. No one is here! No one is 
trying to take his life! He is not coming back! Why are you acting like 
this? 


Each breath demands more and more from him. His head rages, his 
body is weakening. Masters' legs give out as he crumbles onto the 
cold, hard stone. He leans on the lip of the fountain, tears inexctiably 
running down his face. A question repeats itself over and over. 


Why couldn't be him instead? 


His ears abruptly twitch.. There's a soft crackle in the distance, a 
snap of a twig or some other foliage. As quickly as he fell, Masters 
stands, drawing the fire out of his lantern into his hand. He scans the 
nearby trees, his heart raging. 


Another crack, this time closer The leaves of a nearby tree rustle. 
Something is moving in the pedals, keen on ambushing him at his 
weakest. He grips the fire inside his palm, glaring towards the 
sound. 


The silence is agonizing. Eventually, a pair of green eyes emerge 
from the leaves of the nearest tree. 


"Cole?" 


The voice is familiar, soothing. It has a gentleness to it he has not 
heard in a very long time. And fluttering down from pedals the same 
color as her is a face he never thought he would ever see. He 
erased that world. She can't be here. It makes no sense. 


"Oh, that has to be you, Cole! No other fire-type has access to the 


Hidden Land. It's me, Celebi!" 


He is frozen in place watching her flutter down from the trees. Her 
tiny hands instantly smother his cheeks, and he does not have the 
strength nor cruelty to pull away. 


"My, you've gotten to be handsome!" She looks at him with such joy 
it is takes everything in him not to smile back "| always knew you'd 
be of course, but | have never seen a Typhlosion like you before, 
Cole.": 


Tears come pouring down his face. He tries to speak, and all that 
comes out is a whimper. There are no words to express how happy 
he is to see her. If she is here, then she knows everything. He shuts 
his eyes, wraps his arms around the tiny legendary and holds her 
close. She lets it happen, embracing the explorer in silent solidarity. 


An old friend thought to be lost to time is still alive 


// Happy Holidays 'n all that, would've had it out sooner if | didn't get 
lazy through the holidays. 


37 - Comfort 


Chapter 37: 37 - Comfort 


Masters catches up with someone. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


"How?" 


Celebi holds up The Typhlosion's chin, pressing one of her tiny 
fingers up to his snout. 


"Shush, it's not the long story you might think it is." She chuckles 
softly. "Before | tell you, are you going to be okay? Do you need 

somewhere to sit? There is a nice, soft bed waiting for you over 

there." 


He nods his head, and allows her to lead him. Her little wings buzz 
along as she pokes and prods him towards one of the two tents lying 
in the back. He falls under the roof of one of the tents. His whole 
body shakes. 


"How?" Masters mutters nonsensically. "You should be-" 


Dead, nonexistent? The creature now sitting on his lap was real, her 
smile and her kindness are not figments of a long forgotten past. 
Celebi is here. If she is alive, then... 


"I know, it's confusing, | thought for sure everything would fade 
away.." She glances away, there is a glint of worry in her voice. "It 
was scary, you know? Maybe | would have been okay, but | don't 
think my heart would've handled seeing everyone | love go away 
forever." 


"We were so certain everything would come apart when we went 
back to fix things we had teams going out asking if everyone was 
okay with fading away. Everyone agreed, and all of us placed our 
hopes in you to change the future, and you did." 


"We gathered around. We waited for the sun to rise for the first time, 
and waited, and waited... everyone of us." 


She leans against him, breathing a sorrowful sigh. The fairy's 
antennae flicker. 


"The sun didn't rise. The world was still in darkness, but | felt a shift. 
Something had changed.” 


There is a tremendous, sinking feeling inside of him. She reaches 
up, she wipes the flood of tears with her touch, and her kindness 
keeps them from flowing further. She pets his chin, smiling softly. 


"You did save us, you brought us together, and you pushed things 
back from being a calamity. | don't know what happened, when | 
talked to the big time man in the future, he said you were able to 
stabilize Temporal Tower for a little longer. You bought the world 
time." 


"The big steel guy would tell me things about 'oh he bought what is 
only a blink in the grand cosmos' or 'this is inevitable’." She sighs, 
her cheeks puff with frustration. "But don't you listen to him, he 


doesn't see time like you mortals do." 


"| can say for sure you bought us a lot of time. With everyone 
brought together in the future, and the story about this grim future 
was spread by you - the right people know what's going to happen, 
and those people are going to make sure that when it happens, 
we're gonna be ready." 


“Temporal Tower, the Time Gears, all of that was to buy time?" His 
breathing is getting worse. "I thought | was saving all of you, | 
thought-" 


Celebi holds a finger up to his mouth. She does not make the noise 
but she shushes him into silence. 


"You did a good thing, Cole. | can't read your mind all willy-nilly, but | 
know what spiraling sounds like. I'm not a stranger to it." 


He is not thinking of himself, he does not care how he feels now. He 
will take these thoughts, tribulations, and reveals, and bottle it all up 
somewhere. What is more important than his petty little feelings are 
the memories of a friend who lifted him by his shoulders, and who 
everyone in this world has seemingly forgotten.. 


The world can choose to remember or forget his friend, the human 
has no Say in it. He was never given a choice like Masters was so 
lucky to have. The thought everything he and Masters have taught 
the world could be forgotten makes him sick. He wants to shrivel up; 
throw it all behind, but he can't, someone has to remember his dear 
old friend. 


Finding peace with himself could have been so much easier if he 
had not wasted so much of it believing he was responsible for 
dooming a universe to save his own. Fifteen years is a lot of time. 


At least he wasn't bawling or screaming into his fists, he is keeping 
himself together, however barely.. As long as he remembers he is in 
the comfort of someone who cares about him, those thoughts 
cannot possibly hurt him. Masters takes a deep breath, wipes the 
nonexistent tears from his eyes, then looks towards the fairy. 


"Why now?" Masters asks. "Why did you wait so long to come by? 
It's been much too long." 


"Better now than never. have been using this place as my personal 
little stop for whenever | feel like hopping back into the past." She 
looks through the foliage into the sky above, where a dilapidated 
tower casts its long shadow. "Temporal Tower has been locked 
away, and the Time Gears have been up there since you put them 
back into their place. He plans to move them to other places at 
some point but | don't know what his deal is other than he can't 
exactly leave the Hidden Land. He must be lonely keeping the place 
together, poor guy." 


"Either way, he is okay with me coming and going here. Me going 
back and forth through wormholes is not going to mess up time 


nearly as bad as someone stealing the gears all over again." She 
giggles like she did not have a whole part in all of this. "In the off 
chance someone finds their way to the Hidden Land | can kindly 
encourage them to go the other direction." 


"And before you ask about the tree up there, t's my way of saying 
the ship is closed for good. The vines back there? Also my way of 
preserving the murals there, and uh, given your history | don't think 
you'd have liked seeing uhh... you know who. 


Masters nods. 
"Thanks Celebi." 


"It was the least | could do with all my time here." She scoots onto 
the side of the shelter, kicking her legs idly. "Did you come here all 
alone?." 


"There are two people with me, you can trust them, they don't really 
care about Temporal Tower." He grasps around his neck. Two cold 
pieces of metal dangle underneath his cowl. "Funny you should 
mention stealing gears, can | ask you something?" 


"Go right ahead!" She smirks up at him. "I'm always happy to talk to 
you!" 


"Have you ever heard of any other Time Gears out there, ones 
outside of the Grass Continent?" He reaches under his cloak, 
watching her intently. "Ones which are dark in color, which mess 
with time rather th-" 


"Of course!" Her laugh fills him with relief. "| can feel their presence, 
y'know? They have an Aura to them - don't worry - they won't turn 
the world all black and white. You have two of them. The person up 
on the pyramid has one too." 


Pay no attention to how she was able to senseLucario. She is a time 
travelling pokemon. She was the one who cast them back in time 
when he was once doomed to exist in a dark future, so of course 
she can sense those things, She is probably psychic too, it would 
not come as a Surprise. 


"Like the other gears, those Dark Gears you described are tools too. 
You have ones which restore the flow of time, and these ones which 
can do things outside of time. Two different tools, for two different 
jobs, both have a part in making sure things don't get out of hand. 
You're not out there stealing them are you?" 


Masters blinks. 


"If you're stealing them thinking you'll become super strong, it's not 
gonna happen. You're not suddenly gonna be the new Dialga or 
that... other guy." She shudders at the mention of him. "| Know what 
they are, but | have no idea where they are. | can't help you like | did 
my friend, time travel foolery is out of the picture for good." 


"The fourth slot in our team is open if you change your mind." 
Masters winks, chuckling to himself. "I've already seen people do 
weird things with these gears, like mess with time or cause people to 
age instantly. My friend stole the aging one from a mean old 
Honchkrow. But out of the three we have gotten so far, none of them 
have ever worked for him. 


Masters reaches under his cowl and holds out both gears. Just one 
of these gears is half the size of Celebi's chest. She pokes at one 
with curiousity. 


"| had no doubt they exist, | just didn't think you'd find two of the-" 
she chuckles "well if anyone was qualified for hunting time gears it's 
you and my dear Grovyle. How does your friend use these?" 


"When he holds them, he would see something which tells them 
they're working. He'd focus and then it'd happen." 


He makes a silly motion of his hands, and watches her hold the gear 
close to her. Celebi's emerald eyes scan the horizon, her antenna 
twitching. A moment passes, followed by a minute of dreadful 
silence. When she finishes, she returns the gear to Masters, and 
wraps her hands around his big fingers. 


"You have the Dimensional Scream, don't you? Am | remembering 
right?" 


"Unfortunately." 


"I'm pretty sure the gears on the Grass Continent don't give abilities. 
Maybe due to you being around them so much, | think you 
developed the scream. The Dark Gears can be giving people 
abilities for a variety of reasons but as far as those gears are 
concerned, you already have an ability. There's no reason for them 
to give you one?" 


"What about the second one?" Masters jingles the second gear, the 
one with the darker, cloth-like rope. "I stole this from someone who 
had ability of his own." 


"No idea. Maybe it knows you have an ability already, so when you 
touched the gear it went to sleep?" She stares at it, once again 
shutting her beady emerald eyes. "These two are not as bright as 
the one your friend has up there. Yours could be snoozing away, it 
must be the Dark Gears' way of conserving energy." 


"The gears are magical, ancient artifacts" She opens her eyes, 
turning back to him. "Them being a bit aware isn't the most 
outlandish thing in the world, right?" 


Celebi knows she is right, she wants him to say it. 
Masters sighs. "You're right." 


"Well then, Cole. Do you have any more questions you want to ask 
me? Want something to eat, need wine to fix your wounds?" She 
pats her chest. "I'm a bit of a wine person myself, but don't tell 
Grovyle." 


The original Time Thief. It is hard to believe he is alive in some way, 
albeit living in a future further away than the one he originally came 
from. Knowing any of them are alive does not automatically wash 
away the years he had spent grieving them. Nothing can. It feels 
wrong. 


"I'll be fine. | don't think anyone who has the gears can follow me 
here." The words leaving Masters' mouth did not sound real. "I didn't 
come here to grieve, I'm not here to beg Dialga to do something for 


me, and | sure don't want to think about the Sea. I'm here to catch a 
breather." 


"Are you sure? It has a lot to do with why you can only delay-" 
"Celebi, | said | didn't want to ask." 


"Oooh." She shakes her head. "| see. You're uh... wait, are you a 
ghost?" 


Masters, groaning, picks up a loose stick from the ground under his 
tent. In a very dramatic fashion, he rams the thing right through his 
chin. The wood sticks there, piercing him, but dealing nothing in 
terms of harm. A second or so later, it slips out onto the stone floor. 
Celebi's eyes are wide with amazement. 


"Wow! You are a ghost! | have never seen a Typhlosion who is a 
ghost before, how did that happen to you?" 


"I died. Palkia killed me." 


She blinks. 
"And I'd rather not talk about it." 


Answering the ghost-type question does not even bother Masters at 
this point, and she has already struck two nerves today. She nods 
along. 


"Do you need something to drink, though? To eat?" She repeats, 
scooting back up onto his lap. "If you want me to go get you 
something, | can always go and fetch it for you. Maybe you want to 
hear a story, or?" 


"No, | came here to get some sleep. I've been out in the cold for a 
while, so has my friend, he fell right into a river of ice. This place 
isn't as cold as Glacier Island. As long as he gets to sleep 
somewhere warm, | think he'll be fine." 


"Oh he will be, | promise." Celebi stares at him eagerly. "You know 


the saying: time heals all wounds? | can always take a look at him 
myself if you want, maybe he needs a Heal Bell, or maybe a Healing 
Wish? | can do both." 


"It's not like | can stop you." Masters nods towards the sky. "! did 
stop Dialga, but unlike him you're my friend. don't think | can say no 
to a friend of mine." 


"So you're just tired, then?" 
"| walked for hours here, yeah I'm tir-" 


She smushes into him, squeezing his chest tight, using his matted 
fur like a giant mattress. He tries not to gasp at the sudden hug, but 
it is too late to stop himself as he lets out this pathetic, scratchy 
noise. She is as light as a feather; however, her little gesture feels 
like half a tonne pressing down on his chest. One half of him is 
begging for him to bat her away, while the other is telling him he 
needs this, reminding him during every second of this awkward 
embrace how starved he is. 


Of course, like always, Masters goes with his heart. He shuts his 
eyes tight, slowly wrapping his arms against the time traveller 
snuggling against him. Masters falls onto the flowery bedding like a 
sack of bricks, too exhausted to fuss or make sense of any of this. 
His eyes open up to see her looking back at him. 


She holds his chin, leans in, and kisses him on his snout. 


"Don't think about it." Celebi whispers, proactively snuffing out any 
questions. 


"I'll try not to. You're the first person to..." 


"Really? Not even what's his name? | always thought you two were 
close." 


"| never had the courage to tell him how | felt. Don't be weird about 
this, please? | just want to hold someone." 


Dusk comes faster than expected, or maybe it was the sun cresting 
over the floating isles overhead causing a shadow to fall on them 
and for night to come so early. The leaves of the tree glow brightly. 
He has not moved from his tree but with dusk fast approaching, he 
may as well just close his eyes and fall asleep here. 


He is a bit exposed. There can be a whole fancy place down the 
other side of the stairs waiting for him with all sorts of drinks and 
commodities. He just can't bring himself to stand up. 


Still not tired enough to fall right asleep, Lucario glances at Whiskey 
"You're not a fire type?" Lucario asks. 


"No, | was born a psychic. All of my people are. | did not know we 
were supposed to be fire-types till you made mention of it." Whiskey 
answers, staring out at the horizon. Several smaller similar ruins dot 
the floating landscape. "| use my psychic abilities to protect my 
riders and to perfectly navigate any land. Forests are no issue for 
me." 


"Weren't you screaming about needing to see earlier?" 


"Snow hurts when you get it in the eyes, my sire!" The Rapidash 
looks back, breathing anxiously. "Milord, | shall dare not repeat the 
mistake!" 


"Yeah, yeah, whatever. You have a good excuse. You're pardoned." 
Lucario clears his throat. "If you're actually a psychic type, then if 
you ever retire as a knight you can make a fair buck selling your 
skills to adventurers. People are crazy about psychic readings, you 
know? They think it's gonna be the thing which makes or breaks 
their entire careers." 


"| have heard. There are some of my kin who hone such a skill, but | 
am not interested in the life of wealth." Whiskey smiles. "| am an 
explorer. My allegiance to you is simply an oath for more adventure, 
more quests, and more glory." 


Oh great. 


"You sure sound like an explorer. | know someone named Hal you 


would be friends with if she didn't try to gut me a month ago.” 
Lucario palms his forehead. A feeling of bitterness lingers inside him 
like a pest. "She's like you; all about that adventure and glory stuff.” 


"And she assaulted you, for what reasons?" 


"| used to do some stupid things back in the day which got me into 
trouble with the law, she came around to collect the bounty on my 
head. Instead of turning me in she left me to rot in a Mystery 
Dungeon after stealing one of those Time Gears from me." Lucario 
squints at him. "You don't care that I'm a criminal, right?" 


"Are you an active criminal, sire?" 
"No, I'm not trying to steal from people." 
"Then | do not care. My allegiance still lies with you." 


Okay, good. He could not imagine explaining to masters about how 
their Rapidash ran away from them overnight. Speaking of, Lucario 
glances down the staircase to where he saw Masters leave. He has 
not come back. If he was in trouble, he sure would have heard him 
blowing up the trees with fireballs or whatever he calls the ghost 
trick of his. 


"You think he is going to be okay down there?" Lucario says, trying 
to spot his glowing mane through the pink foliage. 


"| doubt there are few things in this land which could oppose him. 
Your friend seems quite skilled, storied even." 


"Is there a difference?" 


"Certainly. You can be famous, or you can be skilled. Scant few 
souls have the bite to make up for their bark, and your ghostly ally 
seems to be among those rare people who are truly heroic in 
nature." 


He says this, of course, without missing a single beat. It sounds like 
Whiskey is Masters' number one fan. 


"And how do you know this?" Lucario folds his arms. 


"| have a way of knowing the contents of a warrior's character." His 
eyes dart between the garden and Lucario. "| am a psychic after 
all!" 


"Keep telling yourself that." Lucario churns over, bundling his weary 
body up against the roots of the tree. He shivers. "I really wish we 
packed some blankets, we really banked too much on that ice 
resistance and now look at me. | feel like a hatchling." 


"| could carry you downstairs. The altitude must not be helping, and 
if your friend is there, we can lie around him for warmth." 


Lucario rolls over, tumbling closer to Whiskey as if he were a hot 
fire.. He lays his head against the horse, then stares up at the night. 
He feels warm, warmer than the dusty old tree at least. 


"Sire?" Whiskey asks. 


"If | start shivering in the middle of the night, bring me downstairs." 
The fighting-type grumbles. "Don't move either." 


"Sire, might | suggest we just go-" 
"No." 


"Very well." 


A full moon lies above the canopy. Not even the shadow of 
Temporal Tower or the garden's foliage can hide its glow. 


Here he is, back where everything went completely wrong with an all 
powerful pokemon from the future using him as a pillow. Well, not all 
powerful. She probably has nothing on Dialga, or the other guys. 
Neither of those sorts are as interested in humoring semi-mortal 
weirdos like Masters in the way she does. Humility is not something 
those deific types really have. People like him, Lucario, and even 
Whiskey don't matter to them because their lives can't hold a candle 
to the eons they have lived. 


The one up there right now, Dialga, may have been a victim of 


someone else's machinations but the Legends are so prideful they 
will never admit fault until it is absolutely too late. He was able to 
literally beat sense into Dialga by the skin of his teeth. Then there is 
the other one... 


The memories start to bubble up. He shuts his eyes, holds Celebi 
close to him, and braces them. 


Cole never stood a chance against Palkia, he was alone for a year 
at that point. He graduated himself, he evolved, explored aegis 
cave, realized how bad of a parent he was. That whole period of 
time felt like a blur. When he was at his lowest, and his weakest, a 
being of Darkness came to him with a proposal. He refused, and 
someone else soon came knocking. 


It was like talking to an unstoppable force. Palkia did not listen to a 
single word he said. Armored, and ready for battle, Palkia dragged 
him to his realm to deliver divine judgement. 


No matter how strong he was, Cole was up against someone he had 
no chance at defeating. Palkia was always going to destroy him. He 
fought, soewed worthless flames against the raging beast, pushed 
himself to the absolute limit. He felt the flames of evolution rage 
inside of him. His body was forced to change just to keep its fire 
aflame. 


None of it mattered. Spacial Rend tore through him. Masters fell into 
a puddle of ichor and tears, begging and crying. Palkia just watched 
him sink into the annals of time and space, falling deep into The Sea 
of Time, forever to be forgotten.. 


Maybe, through a stroke of luck or fate, he woke on a beach with no 
idea who he was or how he had got there. Everyone remembered 
him as the hero who vanished without a trace, and everyone 
remembers Palkia as the one who prevented the world from falling 
into utter darkness. 


Everyone forgot about him, everyone other than this little sprite from 
a thought-dead future. 


If she is here, so is Grovyle. How could he forget Grovyle? Without 


misjudging him one too many times for his own good, there was no 
way he would ever have allowed Lucario - this criminal down on his 
luck - to partner with him. 


Masters wonders how the thief is doing. Probably off in the future 
somewhere, he bets, making life all the better for whoever is left. 
Masters can only name a single person more noble, the man who 
Masters found on the beach and who forever changed his life. 


"Celebi." Masters murmurs to the grass type. "Is my old friend... is 
he...?" 


"I'm sorry, Cole. He no longer exists." 


Rei by RatWednesday 


// Wanted to name this chapter Nostalgia because Nostalgia is a sad 
emotion, but the internet's ruined that word. Edited during New 
Year's 


38 - Under the Blue Leaves 


Chapter 38: 38 - Under the Blue Leaves 


Lucario gets his legs checked out and enters into a long 
conversation. 


"Are you awake?" 


A voice from behind wakes Lucario from his slumber. His steed, 
Whiskey, is sound asleep. Lucario looks over his shoulder and spots 
a pair of verdant eyes staring from behind the radiant blue tree. 


"Now | am." Lucario groans, flattening his back against the bark. 
"Who are you? Friend of 'M?" 


"Is that what you call Cole?" 


The voice laughs. A pair of tiny wings flutter towards Lucario, and a 
tiny, pink creature lands on his lap. She is about the size of a 
younger Rei, grinning at him as though he were one of her closest 
friends. He could not resist smirking back, showing off the crass 
message carved into his metal teeth. 


"Oh my!" She laughs again, staring at Lucario's big ugly maw. 
"That's one way to treat someone about to heal you.." 


"Everyone gets the same treatment." Lucario closes his trap with a 
loud snap. "Now who are you exactly?" 


"Celebi." 


She flutters off of him, then lifts up one of his legs in both of her 
arms. The pain is immediate, shooting through his brass bones like 
lightning. Not using them for the last hour has made him numb as he 


barely feels her tiny little hands poke and prod at his muscles. It 
could be worse, he reminds himself, he could be rapidly aging right 
now. 


"If you're buddy with him, then you're a friend of mine." He winces. 
"Call me Lucario." 


"Lucario?" She glances at him, confused. "I know what a Lucario is, 
and I've met a Riolu before. Don't you have a name | can call you 
by? It's rude not to use someone's name, you know?" 


"Not calling me what | wanna be called is more rude. Is your name 
even Celebi? I've never seen anything like you." 


"My name is Celebi. I'm the only one of me. Have you not met, you 
know, one of us before?" 


Lucario blinks. "One of who?" 


Celebi laughs him off, lifting his leg up and onto one of the tree's 
gnarl roots. She holds up a hand, and a green, magical chime 
appears between her tiny fingers. It looks like a bell. When she gives 
it a ring the sound echoes all around, passing through the leaves 
above and into the gardens below. 


She places a hand over his leg, shutting her eyes. The bell rings a 
second time, and the sound reverberates through Lucario, gushing 
around his body like ichor. She rings the bell a third time, and 
sensation comes flooding back to his legs. Then with a flick of her 
wrist her chime dissipates into glowing specks. 


"There, all better." Celebi dusts off her hands. "You should be able 
to move it fine. Just in case though, you should maybe sleep on it." 


Lucario gives his legs a kick. He can move both of them just fine, 
and amazingly, it does not feel like someone is stabbing him. This 
Celebi person is a healer alright, whatever she had done to him is 
working like a charm. 


"Thanks, girl." Lucario flashes her a strained smile, and wriggles 
himself back up against the tree. "I didn't want to come here in the 
first place, but it's nice to get something out of this stupid detour." 


"Detour? Cole didn't even know | was here. | thought you two came 
along for a break. Do you have something to do in the Grass 
Continent?" Celebi looks at all the invisible faces listening to them, 
and giggles softly. "I can keep secrets, you know." 


"You're a stranger to me." Lucario grumbles. "Besides, we don't 
know each other. You're still M's friend, but | can only trust you so 
much." 


"That still makes us friends, doesn't it?" 


"Technically..." Lucario deflates, giving in. He glares at the sprite. 
"Alright pinkie, obviously you wanna talk. So go ahead, shoot. | 
guarantee I'm not as interesting as our friend down there." 


"Don't talk yourself down, I'm sure you have something we can at 
least talk about." She flutters up onto Lucario's lap again, looking up 
at the criminal-turned explorer with eager eyes. "Cole's sleeping 
away down there. Poor guy fell asleep instantly, | think he's still 
shocked by my being here. Instead of keeping him awake | wanna 
keep you up instead." 


How nice of her to wake him up, fix his leg, and only ask to annoy 
him in return for performing what seems like a miracle. Maybe after 
talking for an hour he will be tired enough to fall back asleep. 


"What are you, nocturnal?" 


"No, | only sleep when | really wanna. Helps with everything up 
here." She points to her round, onion-shaped head.. "Would've gone 
to sleep in Cole's arms if he didn't tell me about your leg problem. 
Couldn't go to sleep without checking you out, you know?" 


"You're sleeping with Masters?" Lucario spits. 


"He's a great cuddler, you know." Celebi waves it off.. "| don't know 
how to tell you other than spell it out, but I'm kinda - y'know - 
ageless? | don't age, I'm here forever. | knew him since he was a 
little Cyndaquil saving us all from some timey-wimey problems, and | 
came back from the future to give him a friendly surprise!" 


All of this nearly whizzes past Lucario's groggy head. Lucario is 


speaking to an immortal, time-travelling fairy who slept with his 
buddy and who knew him since he was a wee little fire-type 
exploring the world. Time was already proven to be a malleable 
thing thanks to the discovery of these gears, time travelling immortal 
pokemon should not be out of the question, he just did not expect 
the however many year old ghost of an explorer to be best friends 
with any of them. 


And if this little pink lady was supposed to be immortal, then by all 
means the pokemon sitting on his lap right now falls under the same 
banner as Winter herself. Articuno and Celebi are of the same breed 
of ultra-powerful beings, and here is one of these fabled beings 
wanting to chat away with him as if they were two fellows at the bar. 
His whole existence has been nothing but strange turns since 
finding his first gear. 


He squints at Celebi on his lap, who comically squints back. She is 
nowhere near the all powerful, awe-inspiring deity he imagines these 
sorts of pokemon to be. She's just a tiny little thing who is as bored 
as he was waiting up here on top of a pyramid hundreds of feet off 
the Sea. 


"You're right about him." Lucario pats his thighs. "Legs would've 
frozen over if he didn't cud-" 


Lucario slaps himself and the thoughts out of his head. His cheeks 
flare red hot as she laughs at him. 


"L-Look!" Lucario barks. "If you've got any questions about what he 
and | have been doing, then go ahead and ask! We've been at this 
for like two weeks now." 


"Only two weeks?" 


"Only two. I've been at it way longer. | found a gear-thing when | was 
sent out to a place by my boss, lost it, and on the job after that | got 
busted." Lucario explains. "My boss, the genius Noivern she is, 
decided to put a bounty out for the time gears and | went looking for 
one to pay off my debt. 'M was there, beat some sense into me, and 
since then we've been looking for the gears together." 


"| found someone who can pay off my debt." Lucario lifts up his 
ragged cloak, revealing the gear tied to him by a scrap of purple 
cloth. "'M gave me this one, he's got the rest." 


"He gave you this?" Celebi shuffles up Lucario, reaching for the cold 
iron tied to his neck. "Cole told me these have all sorts of powers. 
Can you let me take a look at them, please?" 


Of course, knowing she is some kind of ultra-powerful pokemon 
means he cannot possibly turn her down without incurring the wrath 
of the almighty. Lucario lifts his neck up, and she tugs on his gear, 
then pulls her hand away, gawking at the neat little bow around his 
neck with sudden intrigue. 


"Huh" She whispers to herself, prodding at the cold metal. "Now who 
did this?" 


"The Bow?" Lucario taps the piece of fabric. "A fortune telling ghost 
gave it to me, the same lady who paid off my bounty." 


"A fortune telling ghost, you say? It must have been a mighty ghost, 
are you sure you didn't happen across a Legendary?" Celebi pulls 
her hands away, folding them in disappointment. "That little thing of 
fabric on your neck is as strong as the gear it's holding down. I'm not 
touching it." 


"She looked like an ordinary ghost to me. What's the matter?" 


"Well, usually big powerful pokemon - legendaries like me and 
others - give people under them a token. For me, | gave my darling 
in the future a flower. For Winter, | imagine she would have given 
someone a feather of hers." She taps the cold metal, making sure 
not to lay a finger on the purple silk. "Somebody - | have no idea 
who - has made you hers." 


Lucario touches his gear, sensing nothing other than its cold metal 
in his fingers. He touches the fabric. Nothing about it screams "I own 
you", but if a friend of his friend is to be trusted, then he has been 
owned from the second he said yes in Halfway Rock. The cloth may 
as well be a shackle. Fun. 


"| don't know any all-powerful ghosts she could be in disguise, so 
maybe it's just an ordinary everyday curse." He drops his cape, 
draping it over his gear. "It's the least of my worries. | just want 
those gears, she wants them, 'M wants them, so | want them." 


"Do you trust her?" 


"The bow doesn't hurt, it doesn't feel wrong, if it's her idea of telling 

others that I'm working for her then | couldn't care less. She paid off 
the Magnet boys, so | owe her." Lucario raises an eyebrow. "What, 

do you think she is evil?" 


"I'm a psychic-type, I'm naturally wary of phantoms. If this is what 
you signed up for then who am | to keep you?" Celebi slinks down 
onto her folded, her antennae rattle in trepidation. "You're a grown 
up, right? You can make all sorts of decisions yourself, you don't 
need me to guide you and tell you what's good or bad." 


Never had he ever come across someone who could scry like the 
phantom or have similar abilities. The Mismagius had a way of 
words he cannot describe. She was sly, cunning. She may not be a 
liar but she most certainly had all the qualities of a trickster. 
Mysterious as Mismagius is, Lucario had agreed to work with her, 
and it's a grave he will happily lie down in. 


Mismagius was not the first weird pokemon in a hat he agreed to 
work with, but he did not exactly have a choice in both 
circumstances. Honchkrow, the criminal he is, did have a sense of 
honor to him. He would be here if it were not for the Krow. 


A tide of memories washes forth, which Lucario bats away with a 
deep sigh. He focuses on his one real goal. 


"Celebi, you have time powers or something right?" Lucario leans 
forward, engulfing the petit deity in his shadow. "My goal's to get all 
of the gears. When we got our third 'M told me to take a break while 
we're ahead. I'd like to believe him; however | have no idea how 
many there are. If there is anyone | know of who could magic up an 
answer you'd be my first." 


She puts a hand up her mouth, keeping it shut as she hums 


quizzically. Her tiny body quivers as she dwells. Slowly, Celebi lifts 
one of her small hands and pushes it into the bark of the tree, 
drawing a circle into the tree with psychic force. 


"You're gonna have to follow me, okay?" She tells him. 
Lucario nods. 


"There are two sets of gears." Celebi says, dragging her hand along 
the circle, occasionally marking her path. "The one | know had six 
until a really bad person destroyed one of them and caused time to 
fall apart. There were six "Time" gears, how many "Dark" gears are 
you aware of?" 


"We have three, there are two out there somewhere. Five so far?" 


"| believe you either are in the lead or you are very far away." She 
draws two lines in the centre of the circle, one notably longer than 
the other, both pointing in opposite ways. "Do you know what gears 
are, right? Do you know why they are related to time?" 


Lucario pauses. 
"No a 


Celebi takes a deep breath. "Gears are used in mechanisms, and 
way into the future and way in the times of powerful beings we had 
and have things called clocks. They are devices which tell time, and 
which work through a complicated series of gears, so y'know - Time 
Gears." 


"If there are six 'Dark Gears’, then you only need to find one more of 
them." She traces her hand around the circle, creating little indents 
every inch or so. "I have been around time gears for a bit now. The 
Dark Gear you have does not give off the same strength as the 
others, so if each one is weaker than the Time Gears, then..." 


Her hand returns to where it started, having made twelve individual 
marks around the circle. Twelve marks, twelve... 


"There are twelve hours in a day, unless there are six, then there 
has to be twelve." 


"Are you kidding me? Twelve?" Lucario spits, looking at the weird 
dial k in utter disbelief. "| nearly lost my life getting two of them, how 
are we gonna get all twelve of these things? Are you sure these 
aren't as strong as your actual Time Gears?" 


She nods solemnly. 


"There can be six, or there can be twelve.” Her antennae flick with 
frustration. "If | could just have a good look at one of these, | might 
be able to-" 


"Tell Masters to give you one of his. He has two, he can spare the 
one!" Lucario looks down the pyramid where a Typhlosion slumbers 
under the canopy of bright pink leaves. "When he's up, tell him I'm 
not leaving unless he gives you yours, and tell him we're leaving 
tomorrow morning. If we're this far ahead, I'm not gonna wait around 
on this island for our competition to catch up. If we're that far behind, 
| won't let us be dragged behind! 


Lucario's slumbering steed grumbles in his sleep. He feels his heart 
raging as he takes a moment to quell both himself and his voice. 
Celebi lowers her voice.. 


"If Cole agrees, I'll take his gear and try my best. | need to trust you." 
Celebi speaks, leaning in. "Why do you want the gears?" 


He has to fight back the laughter. It should be obvious, right? 


"| want my freedom; enough of these gears to be left alone. | want to 
be strong, that's it. At one point | only wanted the gears to pay for 
my bounty. Now with it paid, if anyone gets the funny idea for 
revenge | want to be able to beat them silly. Supposedly collecting 
them all lets you do something, but | don't care, | want to be strong 
enough to be left alone for good and the gears are my ticket to 
freedom." 


"You want to be stronger?" Celebi asks sheepishly. 


"Yeah, real simple. No funny business. The lady who gave me the 
bow and pointed me towards the gears wants them for her own 
reasons, 'M has to have his own too. | am not about the big picture 


in the slightest. | would honestly quit this stupid thing if | didn't agree 
to help someone who helped me. It's a good thing | did, | wouldn't 
want to tick off the lady you say is as strong as you are." 


"If 'M has someone as nice as you on his payroll, | doubt his reasons 
are selfish." Lucario groans, smothering his forehead. "If there's 
actually twelve gears, then | got my work cut out for me." 


"What happens if, say, you become strong enough, Lucario?" Her 
using his supposed name makes Lucario shake. "Are you going to 
leave Cole to go on your own?" 


"I'm not leaving him. | wouldn't have gotten on my knees and 
begged to tag along if | planned to leave him in the dust." Lucario 
puffs up his chest. "| owe it to them both. The ghost showed me the 
easy way and | said no. It's not like | can go back, Honchkrow won't 
forgive me.." 


"| thought you already had a boss." 


"He is Underboss. The real Boss is this rich bat lady | mentioned, 
she likes treasures and I'm assuming she wants these gears to just 
have them. She doesn't matter, Honchkrow does. | don't think | 
would be around if he didn't find me." 


A feeling rises up in Lucario. He glances at Whiskey, and seeing him 
sound asleep gives him the courage to push those feelings down. 
He is alone with Celebi - a complete stranger, he is free. Strangers 
forget. 


"Honch was basically my dad. | didn't know my real dad, but 
Honchkrow was the one who let me into his little family after my 
mother... after she." Lucario tugs on the hat. The two ears 
protruding from it keep it firmly in place. "He gave me this dumb hat 
because wearing this hat means you're part of the Krows, part of his 
‘family’. | don't think he got around enough for all those Murkrow to 
be his actual kids." 


"| took up after my mom. | did 'readings' to fill the Family's pockets. If 
you tell people just enough of what they wanna hear about their 
futures, they will always come back for more. My mom made the 


mistake of telling the truth to the kid of someone powerful, someone 
with lots of money. She gave me to the 'Krows because | was safer 
off than with her. The kid must have gotten a pretty damn bad 
fortune if she trusted me to the mob." 


"Never saw her after that. Grew up surrounded by nameless 
Murkrow, evolved sometime after messing with this Fraxure girl 
some. She is the one who stole the gear from me when | first found 
it. | gave up on ever coming back to Honchkrow after | failed an 
important job, worse was me stealing the Big Man's gear." He taps 
the cold metal under his cloak. "This one is his. Has the ability to 
transfer youth from one to another, crazy stuff." 


Why is he telling her all this stuff? Because he is absolutely sure 
after their second meeting catching up with this gears fiasco, they 
will never speak again. There is no way someone as important as 
she was is gonna tag along with them on their quest to get stupid 
pointless gears. A stranger like Celebi, especially with her age and 
supposed habit of travelling through time, is bound to forget what 
some random Lucario told her. She is the perfect wall to talk to. 


"Pops is out of the picture, | don't even know what the girl is up to. 
'M is the only guy | have left. I'm not gonna leave him, we have to 
stick together. | didn't give myself a choice." 


"You gave up your dad like that? For Cole?" 


"| didn't think joining your friend was such a big deal." Lucario looks 
at Celebi, scowling. "Maybe when this is all said and done | might 
leave. He's my friend, saved me twice. The ghost has nothing on 
him!" 


All of this was bubbling up inside for days now. Saying it was a load 
off of his chest, a load only a stranger like Celebi could ease. With a 
deep, mournful sigh, his eyes close shut. It took all of his strength to 
toss off these feelings, and he was ready to sail off into the world of 
dreams. He turns his head away from her with his eyes shut tight as 
he lets out some kind of defeated gurgle. 


"If you're worried about the criminal ruining your friend's life, | kindly 
implore you to throw those thoughts in the trash. I'm not that kind of 


criminal. We got honor too, you know? It wasn't a choice." 


"Oh don't you worry, my Husband is a time thief. | Know all about it, 
Lucario." 


Her giggling lifts the whole weight of his shoulders. Who would have 
guessed the time travelling immortal pokemon is partnered up with a 
time-stealing pokemon? Not him. 


Her wings beat as she flutters up his chest. He opens his eyes and 
sees her face-to-face. She leans one of his big ears, giving him a 
stern, serious look. It really does not belong on a person like her. 


"If you're so into power, and you're never gonna leave my Cole's 
side... | think | may know something which could help you dearly." 


"For free?" 
She chuckles, turning her voice down until it is an impish whisper. 


"Have you heard of Mega Evolution?" 


The fire-type threw hundreds of thunder punches at Honchkrow, one 
of them was bound to paralyze Honchkrow. He has come under the 
influence of an immobilizing Stun Spore before, but nothing 
compares to the sheer damage the Typhlosion inflicted upon him 
just in those few seconds. Who was that guy? Where did 
Thunderpunch, and how did Lucario happen to join him? These are 
the sorts of questions racing in his mind as he spent the last day 
sipping his boys' reserve of Cheri Wine. 


With every bottle downed, the feeling in his talons and wings return 
to him. His family occasionally stops by, asking questions they 
should have answers to. The boys are probably using it as an 
excuse to check in on him. Give or take two nights of drinking cheri 
wine Honchkrow is able to move, and thus, able to report back to 
The Boss. 


His weary wing pushes open the door to the Noivern's offices. She 
is already here, waiting for him by the roaring fireplace longside two 


of her subordinates. Sitting on one of the couches is Bisharp, a 
general enforcer who he is all too familiar with, and then there's this 
other creature. Blue and white, this avian-shaped thing floats by his 
Boss' side, its bright yellow eyes flash in Honchkrow's direction. 


Something is off about the guy. The blobby, floating looking thing 
has multiple irises, looking like a series of rings. He swears he can 
hear a weird click in the distance as a film shutters over them. Its 
limbs do not seem to be even connected to its rotund body. 


"Ah, welcome!" Noivern steals Honchkrow's attention, calling out to 
him and taking a swig from a glass of red ichor. "Take a seat my 
dear, we have much to talk about since your absence." 


She motions at an empty seat next to her which Honchkrow 
reluctantly accepts. Honchkrow sits himself down, sitting in the 
shadow of one of his business partners - the aforementioned steel 
type who goes by Bisharp. The second he settles into his seat, the 
Boss turns to him. 


"So, Honchkrow, did you find The Gear you were looking for?" 


He did find it, he had it in his hands, and if he had not made a fool of 
himself by challenging Lucario to a duel he would have not lost it. 
Honchkrow clams down on his beak. 


"I'm sorry, miss. | hadn't found it. It was stolen prior to me coming 
there." 


"Oh really, Honch?" The grating voice of Bisharp speaks up. "Your 
Krows told me you got beat in by somebody. Why else would you 
come back looking like a body?" 


"Does it matter?" Honchkrow hisses back. "It was a Tyhphlosion, a 
complete stranger, probably one of the fellows who came forth as a 
result of our boss announcing the bounty to the world. The 
circumstances are not important. At the end of the day, it is lost. 
That is that." 


Honchkrow sighs, looking between Bisharp, the floating stranger 
and his boss. The bird looking thing keeps staring at him. He swears 


he can see each rings of its eyes move on their own. 
"| had lost it, miss." He turns to her. "It won't happen again." 


"People learn from their mistakes, Honchkrow." The Noivern sips 
pensively from her wine glass. "You can consider yourself resigned 
from any Time Gear-related duties. | can't afford another Time Gear 
to slip away again, I'm sure you can understand." 


By 'slip away' she means she could not stand another one of her 
subordinates to lose a gear due to their arrogance. His regrets 
shackles him and Honchkrow exhales a deep sigh, turning away in 
shame yet bowing his head in subordinance. 


"| understand, Boss." 


"Good." The Noivern smiles, her wine-stained fangs glistening. 
"Now, as for all of you, I'm sure you're aware of why | have brought 
you forth, yes?" 


Honchkrow looks up at Bisharp, who grins back. 


"Yes, of course, the Time Gears." Bisharp answers on their behalf. 
"I'm aware of these time-distorting artifacts. Honchkrow has failed 
you, | won't." 


She nods her head, and waves the bird's way. "Although you may 
look for the gears on your own, your priority is Keeping this business 
afloat. | should not have to remind you how much | rely on your 
family. Those poor boys need someone to lead them." 


"Of course." 


"Good, then you are relieved." The Noivern sips from her glass. The 
fireplace's orange flow lights her grinning visage. "Please do not fail 
me again, Honchkrow. Punishment is just not my forte. | won't 
blemish your perfect record because of one mistake, but if this 
keeps up, | may have to reconsider, love." 


"| understand." 


Obviously he understands, there is no way Honchkrow gets to walk 


away from this without nodding his head and agreeing to every word 
Noivern says. In terms of the hunt, he had royally botched 
everything by alerting Lucario to their search. But his job still 
remains, his family still has a hold of Noivern's mailing empire. Were 
it anyone else failing her, they would most certainly be replaced, but 
Honchkrow cannot possibly be thrown out of the picture without the 
mail business covering her less than favorable deals. 


The exhausting work of dozens of his sons are saving him from a 
fate worse than death, and for this he could not be more thankful. 
With a tip of his hat, Honchkrow bows himself out of Noivern's 
chambers, walking out the door he came from whilst in the eyes of 
his boss and leaving her to discuss all the important things a boss 
discusses to their subordinates. The door shuts behind him with a 
loud thunk. A familiar Murkrow sitting by the couches chirps at his 
arrival. 


"Hey Boss!" The Murkrow with the flask around his neck squawks. 
"How did it go?" 


"| won't get into details" Honchkrow responds, walking up to the 
cushions. "Your job, as well as mine, aren't in jeopardy. If | were 
you, | would return to my duties and be thankful nothing worse has 
happened." 


"Huh?" The Murkrow blinks. "What do you mean? Did you really 
mess up?" 


"Yes." Honchkrow plods up to the couches, sitting himself on the 
largest of them. "I don't think she realizes who | had lost the gear to 
yet." 


"Does she? Shouldn't she know Lucario is mis-" 


"Her connections are numerous, if she loses one little mook | doubt 
she cares. My Son's my problem, not hers.." Honchkrow taps the 
armrests, and the Murkrow flutters onto it, letting the bigger 'Krow 
swipe the flask around his neck. He takes a well needed swig, the 
distilled Cherri contained within floods through his weary body. "At 
the end of the day, I'm the one who took Rei under my wings." 


"So, what are you gonna do?" 


"Do only what | need to do." He glances at the Murkrow, the boy's 
ruby red eyes stare at him with anticipation. "| gave you the chance 
to take revenge and we failed tremendously. You can't make getting 
back at someone, especially someone who was once our own, your 
entire purpose. You have better things to do." 


"But what if he is-" 


"Still out there?" Honchkrow swigs again, the spicy sensation clears 
his throat and his thoughts. He hands the empty flask back. "If you 
have any problems, take it up with me, not her. If you're so keen on 
getting back at him you can abandon the Family and go do it 
yourself.. Got it?" 


Murkow leans in, letting the flask be dropped back around his neck. 
He bows, putting subordination first before his pettiness. 


"But what about everyone else?” Murkrow chirps, his eyes darting 
around the office space. "Everyone knows you went missing for a 
day, they're bound to ask questions." 


"Then let them ask these questions, and allow them to be directed 
back to their father." Honchkrow grumbles. "If my boys have any 
problems with me taking a break for a day, tell them they are 
welcome to take it up with me one on one. My office is open." 


The Murkrow bows its head again. 
"Got it, boss." 


"Alright, son." Honchkrow chuckles. "Now go on and tell the folks to 
keep on working. Nothing's changed. They gotta keep it up if we're 
gonna get ourselves our own manor, got it?" 


"Got it." Murkrow repeats. Flashing its wings, it flutters off into the 
many nooks and crannies of halfway rock, crawling out of sight into 
the dozens of small passageways leading through the Halfway 
Rock. 


Before he can fully understand the predicament Honchkrow has 


gotten himself into, the door to Noivern's door opens. Out walks 
Bisharp, clad in natural armor trimmed in brass, and wearing a scowl 
which could stop a pokemon in its tracks. Bisharp immediately 
marches towards him, his metal boots clanging across the room. He 
leans over Honhkrow's chair. His brass eyes are devoid of sympathy 
as he asks his one and only question: 


"Who has the Gear?" 
"Why does it matter to you?" Honchkrow spits. 


"Because if | find it, all of my family shall reap the rewards of your 
failure. If you don't want to give it up, then fine, I'll force it out of your 
sons. 


Whether or not he thinks it, Rei was his son, and he would sooner 
lose his life than allow himself to betray his sons. Backed into a 
corner with none of his sons to yell at the Bisharp, he sighs, 
resigning to a fate he cannot out-fly 


"| Know how your family works, | know what you do. | want one thing 
from you, and you're gonna promise me this or else I'm bringing this 
entire rock down on your head." 


Bisharp does not change his expression. 


"Don't you dare kill my Son." 


39 - Swift Departure 


Chapter 39: 39 - Swift Departure 


Lucario and Masters discuss an early leave. Short Chapter. 


Seconds after Bisharp marches out of office a second pair of 
footsteps comes trotting forth, flip flopping into sight. It is a Prinplup, 
some water-type who looks terribly out of place wearing a yellow 
cravat and carrying what appears to be a piece of bamboo around 
his waist. After chattering to the lady behind the counter, the 
Gothitelle points to Honchkrow's way, and the Prinplup makes eye 
contact - his eyes absolutely glowing the all uppity curiosity of a 
young explorer. 


The boy comes hopping forwards, immediately sliding himself in the 
couch across from him like a worm. A childish smile spreads over 
his beak as he leans in, all bright and eager to learn from the old 
Krow. 


"Hey! My name is Prinn, I'm from the Scholar's Guild. I'm looking for 
someone." He explains, the smile not fading. "Since you have eyes 
all over, | was told to come see you. | figured you of all the people in 
Halfway Rock would know where the guy we're looking for has gone 
to." 


Of course he is from a guild. Honchkrow puts on his show face, 
glancing at this Prinn fellow with the resting smirk of a businessman. 


"That | am, son." Honchkrow assures. "| have eyes and ears all over 
this Continent. My sons however, have a wee bit of a memory 
problem. Only the glistening shine of coins jogs their memories 
these days. I'm sure a fellow like you understands." 


"Yeah, | understand!" 


The kid says this without pause or fuss. He is truly one of those 
explorer types, looking for adventure and saving those in need with 
zero regard as to their wallet. Kids like him are foolish as well as 
exploitable, this Prinn kid is a veritole money fountain whether he 
realises or not. Just how much can Honchkrow wring out of him? 


"A thousand." Honchkrow says off the cuff. "A thousand would do 
nice. With this my boys could buy a nice meal and remember 
everything there is a fellow like you would know." 


He did not anticipate the boy to outright slam a whole purse of coins 
onto the desk and hand him the thousand he demanded without 
question. The smile across his face tells him everything Honchkrow 
needs to know. If he demands any higher than this, then it is going 
to be way more than just his and this one explorer's problem. 


Honchkow swipes the coins, sliding it into his big feathery crest 
where he stows most of his money. A thousand coins in exchange 
for information. This kid means business. 


"So what information do you need, son?" Honchkrow asks, dusting 
his feathers. "Looking for a criminal to beat up, does someone owe 
your guild money?" 


"No, | hope they don't." The boy shakes his head adamantly. "I'm 
looking for a missing person, that's all. He is a bird named Xatu. 
When we heard he came this way | knew to come to you. There is 
no way your Krows could not have seen someone like him flying by, 
right sir?" 


Xatu, Honchkrow has heard this name somewhere. It is something 
to do with the guild by Calico Town, other than this, he has no idea 
who this person is. The hundreds of eyes he has in the sky on the 
other hand who go from guild to guild might say different things. 
Honchkrow flutters off his seat, and looks to the one of many 
maintenance holes in the ceiling for his Krows to come to and fro. 


"Wait right here, son. I'll be right back with everything you need to 
hear about this Xatu man." 


He wakes up with a warm spot on his chest. Celebi, the fairy thing, 
was using him as a pillow in exchange for spilling her secrets. She 
probably went fluttering off before Masters could ask where she was 
all night. Whiskey is still beside him, curled up into the awkward 
position he was earlier, his head pointed to where he is as if waiting 
for his rider's queue to depart from this Wherever Continent. 


Some things happened to his sleep-deprived self last night best kept 
to himself, and honestly, he would have it this way. Kind, loving 
strangers like her come once in the blue moon. Celebi, for as all 
powerful as she was, still cares about the woes of a low-brow mortal 
down on his luck. It is no wonder Masters has a fondness for her. No 
one can understand the inner machinations of these legendary 
fellows, but this Celebi person is an outlier, he feels it in his chest. 


And what she told him last night liners on his mind.t. Mega 
Evolution, a power requiring a Mega Stone - a crystal made from the 
heart of a Lucario before him. He had no idea how these things can 
be made, or how he can find one without sacrificing one of his own, 
but were he to get his mitts this artefact he could possibly achieve a 
power beyond imagination 


She entrusted this knowledge to him because she believes he alone 
could save her darling Masters from a wretched fate. The question is 
how; how would he even find a Mega Stone yet alone activate it? 
Celebi believes in him, believes him so much as to sleep in his arms 
wishing him only the best on his journey. 


He does not pray to anyone, really. Honchkrow was in between, 
praying to Winter and Summer equally and cursing them equally as 
well, but if he were the type he would most certainly pray to Celebi in 
thanks. 


Dusting himself and soaking up the warm spot on his muzzle with 
his cloak, Lucario stands up. As spry as the day he was born, 
Lucario nudges Whiskey with his foot. 


"We're going soon." Lucario says with certainty. "I'm gonna wake up 
Masters downstairs." 


The rapidash squints his eyes, looking up at his lord. 


"Sire." He speaks. "What about your legs?" 


"I'm fine." Lucario answers, staning up on his feet.. "The lady here 
fixed me up last night. You weren't awake for any of it, but | would 
not be walking weren't it for her." 


He remembers hearing something akin to bells, and that is about it, 
whatever Celebi did she had fixed his wary muscles in their entirety 
and he can walk without folding over like a piece of parchment. 
Lucario gives his legs a dramatic shake. Whiskey looks on with 
confusion. 


"Don't worry about me." Lucario assures. "Get your act together and 
I'll see you after | talk to 'M" 


"Understood, Sire Lucario." 


He chuckles. Sire Lucario, maybe he can get used to the name after 
all. He gives his steed a farewell, travelling down the long staircase 
opposite of the cavernous road. Stomping his way down the side of 
the pyramid he finds himself surrounded by bright pink trees, their 
petals blowing in the wind like snowfall. Walking down the path 
between the flowering trees reveals a fountain and a shelter with two 
figures inside. 


Masters is there sleeping on his side with Celebi clenched in his 
arms. Both pokemon stir upon hearing his footsteps, and it is the 
tired old ghost who notices him first. 


"Luc?" Masters stirs to life. "What are you doing here?" 

"Waking you up." Lucario stomps forwards, pulling on Masters' 
dangling arm. "Are you gonna get up or am | gonna have to drag 
you out of bed?" 


"| will." The Typhlosion hisses, violently shaking his arm free. "J-just 
give me a..." 


"We don't have time. We need to find those Time Gears 'M! Tag 
along or be left in the dust, | don't care which." 


"W-What... aren't we ahea?" The Typhlosion blinks, watching 


Lucario begin tearing through the camp, looking under every bottle, 
rock and thing not nailed to the ground. "What are you lookin for, 
Luc?" 


Good question. Before he can further trash the place a smaller voice 
interrupts him.. 


"It's not here, Lucario." Celebi flutters towards him. In her hands is a 
bottle full of pinkish fluid she offers. "Need some Persim? You seem 
confused." 


Lucario swipes the bottle. He wets his beak, slopping himself on the 
fountain's ledge with a defeated grunt. 


"| thought you said..." 


"| said had* an idea where one could be, | didn't say | had one." The 
fairy laughs, sitting down next to him. "Did you think | was gonna 
keep a Mega Stone from you?" 


"A what?" 


Masters speaks up, rolling off the bed onto his feet. He begins 
dressing without breaking eye contact. 


"She said Mega Stone" Lucario snarls "Suddenly hard of hearing, 
'M?" 


"| Know what Mega Stones are, Lucario, | Know what Mega 
Evolution is." Masters ties his cowl back on. "Mega Evolution is one 
of those things better left off the table, | didn't think you were 
desperate 


"I'm not. | just want a full hand of cards." Lucario glances at the fairy. 
"Did you leave something out, Pinkie?" 


"You were only interested in Mega Stones, Luc." Her antennae 
flicker. "The other methods | mentioned have some... erm... serious 
drawbacks. Mega Stones are finicky, | know they involve needing a 
friend. Considering your pals with Cole then the answer's obvious." 


"And where can | find one?" 


"Probably in a guild." She looks towards Masters with glee in her 
eyes. "It should be easy for you, right Cole?" 


"Right." He sighs, approaching the two on the fountain. Lucario 
offers him the bottle and he takes a big thirsty swig. "| told you what 
happened to me. | lost my wealth, my home, my badge. If | could go 
back to the guild, | would have. | don't have it in me, Celebi." 


Celebi nods quietly. Lucario gives his two pals confused looks. 
"So what now?" 


"Plan two." Masters says, leaning down. He takes out a Time Gear 
and extends his other hand to the fairy. "Celebi?" 


She takes his hand into hers, gripping him tight. Masters' breath 
slows, his eyes close. He shudders in paind and then everything for 
him stops. One minute, two minutes pass. Then like being pulled out 
of a river, Masters comes back to life exhausted. 


He gives Celebi a look of reassurance, and she pulls away. Masters 
looks at the gear with disgust before stuffing it out of sight. This time 
however, before Masters can brush the whole thing off, Lucario butts 
in. 


"You wanna tell me what you did this time?" Lucario points to 
Masters' hand. "Is that the scream you're talking about?" 


"Dimensional Scream." He finally confirms. "This isn't the first time | 
went looking for Time Gears. | gained the ability due to a series of 
unfortunate events, and my proximity to those temporal objects. 
Celebi would be happy to explain it all to you if you want to talk her 
ear off; we need to get going." 


Celebi smiles up at Lucario. She kept him up a whole hour talking 
about time-things and this Mega Evolution thing: about how 
acquiring one is extremely rare, how getting it to Mega Evolve was 
just as finicky. It is as she says, Mega Stones need a strong bond 
for them to work. If she is to be trusted, then he already fulfills one of 
those elusive critera. 


This Dimensional Scream must be the same in this regard, why else 


would Masters need to be holding her hand for it to activate in the 
first place? Why else would he be so afraid of the most simple 
touch. 


Questions, he supposes, he can save for the way back. Feeling the 
mostly empty pack still attached to his back and the cold metal gear 
tied around his neck, Lucario turns around, giving her a beckoning 
nod. 


"Come on, you can tell me all about this Scream thing on the way 
back." He glances at Masters. "And where is the gear this time, 'M?" 


Masters looks off, over and away from the pyramid. 


"We passed it a day ago.” 


"You told him?" 


The squawk of a familiar Murkrow rings out through the chaos and 
mess of Honchkrow's office. Every side is a wall full of tiny 
cupboards, thus making the already small soace seem even more 
closed in. The Murkrow squawking at him is not helping. Honchkrow, 
looking through stacks of fresh mai, glares from behind his desk. 


"Who? The Prinplup boy or Bisharp?" Honchkrow grunts. 
"Complying with guilds with missing persons is common sense, boy. 
Helps with our image and makes the world think we're trustworthy - 
which we are ." 


Honchkrow says this knowing the pile of opened and re-sealed 
envelopes grows higher by the hour. He still has a Ponyta in this 
race. He will find another gear, not for the bounty's sake. The gears 
have a power to them, one he had the fortune of wielding for a short 
few hours. There has to be a reason - more than his boss' 
obsession with things of old - to pursue them relentlessly. And since 
when did Boss get the money to set out such a ridiculous bounty? 


He has some amount of overview on her finances. She is rich 
enough to afford artefacts like those in her Musuem of an office; she 
is not wealthy enough to drop thousands upon thousands of coins 


on this competition out of seemingly nowhere. Unless she has had 
this plan concocted for ages, which she has made little mention of in 
all his time working with her, then there has to be an explanation for 
her recent influx of coins outside of her "saving up" in secret. She 
hasn't even sold a single one of her dozens of artefacts. 


Either the hunt is getting to his head or there is something dodgy 
afoot not even he is privy to. As the underboss and patriarch to his 
family, he owes it to his boys to keep them safe. Anything which 
could possibly pose a threat to their clutch over their livelinoods 
Honchkrow is obligated to deal with. 


"If the person who did me in is still with Lucario, then | have no 
problem telling Bisharp he ran off towards Lapis Town." Honchkrow 
fetches a pen from his desk, marking off one of hundreds of 
envelopes with a tiny inconspicuous tick. "It's better than having his 
family harass us. Bisharp's men have no honour, he would do 
anything to get you to squawk, and I'd rather not have to bury one of 
my own boys." 


He slides the marked letter off into a pile with a few others. A gear 
was supposedly found and stolen from a place called Basalt Lake; 
some fellows from Calico Town failed to retrieve it. Counting the one 
Lucario failed to hide from him, there are three out there. He needs 
to find the one place nobody has searched and these letters are him 
narrowing things down place by place. 


"Flaskk, boy." Honchkrow sighs, addressing the Murkrow directly. 
"Since you like questions so much, can | ask you one myself?" 


The Mukrow lands opposite of his desk, careful not to tip over the 
pillars of parchment. He squawks. 


"Yes, go ahead boss!" 


"| did you a big favour by looking for my Son in the first place. What 
he did to you was wrong, and we failed to get back at him. | can't 
say whether or not he put you in mortal danger on purpose. You 
were lucky it was a Guildie hunting him at Pyrite Passage, and I'm 
lucky it was a guildie who buddied up with him." Honchkrow 
recollects, sighing in shame. "Luck does not last forever, neither 


should grudges." 
"Sir?" The Mukrow tilts his head, hopping a teeny bit closer. 


"| have something | want to start looking for. I'm not going after my 
Son, nor Bisharp, it's something | want to do on my own." He points 
a wing at the smaller Krow. "Can you keep things running here when 
I'm gone? It's not something | can do on the side, | need my full 
attention to get to the bottom of this. | can run you through how | 
handle the dailies if you need the assistance." 


The Murkrow pretends to mull this over. Honchkrow has already 
done so much for the boy there is no way Flaskk can decline this 
without bringing dishonour to himself. So of course, after his little 
show of fake deliberation, the Murkow nods its head enthusiastically. 


"Yes sir! When do | start!" 
The old Krow chuckles. 


"Not just yet, son. I'll let you know." He waves to the door. "Now 
scram, you're spoiling my focus." 


Without a word, the Murkrow nods his head and hops off the desk, 
leaving out of the murkrow-sized flap in the door. Silence returns to 
his office as Honchkrow continues his work from now until his 
Insomnia releases its grip on him. 


He will get to the bottom of all of this: he will discover the Boss' 
reason for this hunt, find a gear for himself, and uncover just what 
purpose these temporal gears have. Nothing as powerful as they are 
can ever be good. 


40 - Anomalous Part One 


Chapter 40: 40 - Anomalous Part One 


Masters and Lucario make it to the Anomalous Society. First time 
doing a multi parter because | don't wanna think of names for 
coming chapters. 


It has been days of travelling through snow and darkness with 
nothing but the badge in the Prinplup's flipper guiding them. The 
glow at the end of Leon's brush-like tail kept them on their path, and 
a steady supply of Leppa berries and elixirs bought from the folks in 
Halfway Rock made sure their light did not falter. Even Judeau, the 
least experienced of their inexperienced trio, managed to stick past 
their first stop. Maybe they do not feel the cold the same way as 
someone like Leon does? They seem like they are not made of the 
same bits. The psychic is an odd pokemon for sure. 


The needle of Braviary's badge leads them through evergreen 
forests and eventually, to a small alcove in the woods where two 
sets of footsteps leave from. One set of footprints are considerably 
larger, while the smaller ones have three distinct claws protruding 
from their foot. Leon, flashing his light around the remains of the 
camp, speaks up. 


"There was a fire here." Leon kicks some snow, revealing a dark 
ashy spot in the earth. He points to the footprints next to it. 
"Someone has kicked snow onto it. Did it snow yesterday, Prinn’?" 


"Yeah, it did." He chirps, looking Leon's way. "Why?" 


"We're in the thick of the Dark Season now. Night is much longer 
than it usually is. | take it whoever we're tracking set up camp after 
snowfall, or else they wouldn't have to haphazardly cover their 


tracks." Leon's baggy eyes follow the feet around the camp further in 
the forest. Up ahead, far beyond the forest's snow-covered canopy, 
stands one of the Dusk Continent's northern mountains. "These are 
fresh Prinn, no less than a day old. Whoever Braviary's badge is 
tracking we're hot on their trail." 


Prinn gives the footprints another glance. They are nothing like the 
bird Judeau described, which supposedly makes sense - why would 
a bird need to walk anyways? 


"You think Xatu was here?" Prinn asks, looking at the psychic. 


"| don't know." Judeau says. "But we can't stop, we have to keep 
going. He's probably close." 


Prinn looks over to Leon, who nods back. The Trio collect 
themselves, and with the badge continuing to point their way, they 
continue on their search. 


Masters saw two things: the glow of a snowy town reflecting off a 
lake of ice, and a pokemon clad in a blue scarf setting the gear ona 
glass pedestal. The Dimensional Scream could only be pointing to 
one place in particular and they, in their collective wisdom, did not 
even bother to check in with the exploration society they had passed 
through a day earlier. To be fair to both him and Lucario, Masters 
was preoccupied in keeping his friend from freezing to death. The 
feeling of having been so close haunts him, Masters can only 
imagine how Lucario feels. 


Their trip from the hidden land to the docks north of Lapis Town was 
swift. Now walking side by side with their steed, Masters continues 
upstream until the warm lights of Lapis Town become visible in the 
distance. The large, lodge-like building overlooking the town is their 
target. 


"So..." Lucario exhales. "You were a guildie, weren't ya?" 


Some bitter old feelings immediately surface, the majority of which 
Masters manages to shake off. 


"Was . Team Chaser stopped accepting new recruits when the last 
and only leader bit the dust and became a ghost." Masters laughs. 
"Were you hoping to join or something?" 


"Never in a million years, kissing the boots of a guildmaster isn't my 
thing. Just thought it explains a lot - the get up, the knowledge. You 
seem like a guy who has been through a lot and it's not just you 
being a ghost." Lucario says. "Why Team Chaser? Did you come up 
with the name?" 


"We had a temp name. It was a stupid name, the kind only a kid 
thinks of." He snorts. When did he think the name PokePals was 
ever a good idea? "After a couple jobs | took a liking to collecting 
bounties and hunting down criminals. I'd chase down baddies, 
hence Team Chaser. It's how | got so good at what | do." 


“Team implies more than one, did you have a partner?" 


The thoughts Masters managed to push aside come crashing down. 
Masters bites on his lip hard. 


"Had." 


The last he says about it, the better it is for the both of them. Lucario 
catches on, shifting the conversation to the object hidden under 
Masters’ cowl. He nods at the gear. 


"Sorry | had to make you give one of them to her." 


"| would have thought to do the same thing eventually. Celebi is a 
good person; she's the right pokemon to trust with temporal 
tomfoolery." He assures Lucario. "I highly doubt anyone other than 
me, you, her and Lapras have the keys to the Hidden Land. Keeping 
one of those gears safe with her makes sense." 


"I'll admit | didn't want to part with a Gear so soon, but I'd take any 
excuse to meet again with a friend of mine." The brim of Masters’ 
hat hides a soft grin. "Let's hope she has good news when we come 
back." 


"Yeah, and the one we're looking for? What did you see with the 
Scream of yours?" 


Masters winces. Excruciating, and over in a flash, the Dimensional 
Scream is able to see the ripples through time and space not even 
the folks like Celebi could see. The Scream echoes outwards, then it 
shows him what he is searching for in the form of a foggy vision. 
This wondrous ability carries a heavy toll. It needs the touch of 
someone whom he trusts dearly for it to activate. 


Should it activate he could see anything from his friend's 
embarrassing memory, a future financial blunder, or the final 
moments before their demise. His former partner Masters is not. He 
has no control over the Scream short of avoiding touch as if it were 
poison. It has honestly left him starved for attention. Just thinking 
about the Dimensional Scream opens some very bad floodgates. 


"'M?" Lucario snaps Masters out of it. 


"l-| saw the big building in Lapis Town." The Typhlosion stutters. 
"The group of explorers who own the place have the Gear in their 
possession. It was in a display case." 


"Fantastic." Lucario scowls. "Guess we'll be poking our noses into 
guild trash after all. Does this mean we're going to rob them or 
something? | can't wait to have an even bigger bounty on my head." 


"Don't fret." Masters says. He looks at the Rapidash next to them, 
the badge in his mane glistens in the night. "Whiskey, you're not 
worried about getting your guild embroiled into conflict with another, 
are you?" 


"If my lord is content with his actions, so must I." The horse 
answers, Clacking along. "I don't remember much from my guild - the 
torchbearers, save for what | have already spoken to you. | doubt 
guilds of your word would want to embroil themselves in drama with 
one of a separate reality.” 


"And I'm no longer affiliated with a guild." Masters chuckles. "What 
about you, Luc?" 


"I'm a criminal, 'M. | don't have much of a reputation to ruin, but our 
jobs will get a whole lot more difficult once we have a guild breathing 
down our necks." Lucario speaks. "I'd be more worried about you 


two. We're just a team of outlaws on the run whether we call 
ourselves that or not. Are you actually ready to give up your careers 
for this stupid search of ours?" 


"| don't have much of a past | remember, Sire." The Rapidash bows 
his head. "If it's your wish that | give up everything, | would fork it 
over without qualms." 


"Yeah, | figured." Lucario glances at Masters. "You?" 


Everyone in the Wigglytuff Guild remembers the Cyndaquil and his 
partner who saved everyone in the Grass Continent from becoming 
victims to a monochromatic plague. His efforts in restoring Temporal 
Tower saved the Continent, nay the world. And when Masters 
awoke from having been slayed by Palkia, the world who once 
revered him had forgotten him. Masters is a ghost.. 


"| don't have much to look back to, Luc." Masters says after a pause. 
"I'm not going into Lapis Town's guild hall with the expectation of 
leaving a wanted man, but if | am left with no other choice, I'd rather 
leave with both the gear and a bounty than empty handed." 


"So you're entirely okay with storming in there?" 


"No, I'm not. You don't storm a place without knowing the inside and 
outside, Luc." The Typhlosion groans. "Mystery Dungeons are an 
exception, of course, otherwise you need to come up with some kind 
of plan before you do anything as absurd as busting down a guild." 


Lucario squints at him. 
"Do you even have a plan?" 


Not until he enters the guild itself and sees if those visions of a 
museum hall are true he won't have a plan. Barging into the home of 
any adventurer is the dumbest idea in the world, but if they are able 
to see how the gear is being stowed, he could probably think of 
some kind of way to get it out of there. He is a ghost after all, if 
ghosts are known for anything it is them being slippery. 


"I'll figure it out, | always do." Masters sighs, glancing towards 
Lucario. "You're a local here, native to this Continent, no? Do you 


know anything about the guild in Lapis Town?" 


"| know they're not technically a guild." Lucario shrugs. "They call 
themselves the Anomalous Society - just a guild but less organized. 
For a guy like me they're the same thing, but if you wanna act like 
you're smarter than you look, don't call the guys in there guildies for 
Winter's sake." 


"You know what you're doing, | don't need to tell you to act like a 
guildie. If we're gonna expect to do some talking in there then do it 
for me. | can barely keep my mouth shut around those guild-types." 


"What, got a grudge?" Masters laughs. 


"Only with one of them!" Lucario growls. "She's in a different guild, | 
doubt a lizard like her's sticking around frosty little Lapis Town. Do 
you expect a criminal like me to have friends all over guilds?" 


"You sound like you don't have many friends to begin with." Masters 
holds back a heartfelt laugh. "I'm here for you Lucario." 


"Whatever, 'M." 


Soon a bridge emerges through the snow and ice, casting a warm 
welcoming glow onto the icy river. Next to which stands a manor 
built from wood and charred bricks. It looks certifiably ancient, and 
many gnarled chimneys worm out of its roof. A warm glow radiates 
from its windows, shining onto the nearby lake like a beacon of 
protection. 


Reaching the bridge, they cross it to reach a set of tall oak doors. 
The shadow of a pokemon inside its windows seems to notice the 
newcomers, and Masters can hear the sounds of someone fumbling 
with the locks. A mechanism snaps and screams as the doors to the 
ramshackle castle creak open. A limber frog pokemon with a cape of 
bubbles peeks outside. 


"Are you from a guild?" The Frogadier asks in a cordial accented 
voice. 


"My friends here aren't, | once was." Masters steps forwards, taking 
center stage. "They're looking at future career options, and | wanted 


to show them opportunities outside of guild drudgery. Are you open 
for tours?" 


"Yes, as a matter of fact we always are.” He answers, pushing the 
door open further. He beckons them inside with his little dress cuffed 
hands. "Come on inside, you'll freeze out there." 


Coats, bags, and assorted adventuring stock line the inside. After 
stepping out of the cold, the frog pushes down a comically large 
lever by the door, and the doors fighting back the cold seal shut. The 
fine couches in this oyer stand in stark contrast to the cold brick 
walls and worn out wood. This place feels like it is about to fall apart 
yet the folks here seem to have made these walls work. It is 
surprisingly warm in these dingy halls. 


"We have a dining hall if you need food or drink." The Frogadier 
walks to one of the boards. With a quill stowed in their bubbly gown, 
he writes their species on a list of guests. "There's the exhibit, the 
general branch and the investigative branch. | can show you all of 
them if you have the time." 


Exhibit? Masters chuckles. 


"An explorer's nothing without something to show for, we'd like to 
see your treasures first." Masters looks at the list. "Care to know our 
names too?" 


"If you wanna see our treasures, yes." The frog glances between 
them. "You three don't mind, do you?" 


"Aye, | do." Whiskey bows. "I have no interest in seeing these 
treasures for myself, I'm only with these two to see they make safe 
passage. Do you care if | simply rest my hooves here?" 


"None at all, resting is what they are for." Frogadier nods at the two. 
"Your names?" 


"Masters." 


But unlike Masters, who has nothing to hide, Lucario takes a good 
second before he grunts the following: 


"Reginald." 


"Masters, Reginald." Frogadier writes their names next to the 
species, then makes his pen disappear into his bubbles. He waves. 
"Follow along, lemme show you right to what we've got." 


Amazingly, they have not been asked any questions about who or 
what they are. It is as Lucario said, Masters really does look the part 
of those adventuring types. Lucario being a Lucario sorta helps - his 
species has a whole reputation of becoming adventurers when they 
are young and either burning out or getting put under after they 
evolve. Masters has even known one by name. 


The hallway leads straight and makes a hard right turn through an 
archaic archway. The stone faces of prehistoric pokemon statues 
lord over them as they walk into a dining hall. A few of the stone 
tables inside are occupied by blue-donning explorer folk, various 
water-types by the looks of them. Moonlight peeks through stained 
windows in the back, shining down onto the hall with an icy blue 
glow. 


The frog leads them to the nearest table. There is a bottle already 
here, and an unlit lamp. He fumbles with a piece of flint in his hand, 
to which Masters just pokes his hand through the glass, lighting the 
wick with the tip of his finger. 


"Oh, thanks!" He nods his head. "Hopefully you two don't mind 
waiting a touch, | have to see with some fellows if it's okay for you to 
come on through. It's just for safety. You don't mind do you?" 


"Of course | don't." Masters examines the one bottle on the desk. 
There is a small wooden cup right next to it. The fluid inside the 
bottle has both the texture and look of tar. "Are we free to borrow a 
drink?" 


"It's not for drinking, 'M." Lucario pulls out one of the seats, letting 
their guide plod off with a motion while he snatches the bottle from 
the table. "Wanna give it a shot?" 


"If you tell me what it is | may be inclined." 


Masters takes the opposite seat as Lucario shows him the bottle. 
The dull ember of the oil lamp barely makes the label visible. 
Enigma Wine - Scholars’ Select. It clicks straight away. It is 
apparently something all those would-be adventure folks want, it 
was the talk of the bar in Calico Town. 


"Fancy stuff, it looks like." The Typhlosion huffs. "What makes it 
special?" 


"Guildies use it for Aura Readings when they can't get a hold of a 
psychic or one of me to do the trick. You know how those types are, 
bunch of superstitious nerds." Lucario uncorks it, pouring a measly 
amount into the matching wooden cup. "Has a different flavor for 
everyone. | never tried one out before, and | wanna see what you 
get." 


He slaps the cup down in front of Masters. The gelatinous fluid 
whirling inside could not look any less appealing. Masters brings it 
up his nose. It smells spicy. 


"Do you just want me to drink this?" The Typhlosion says. "It does 
not look like it tastes good." 


"It doesn't, it tastes like nothing. We just think it tastes I-" Lucario 
groans, shaking his head. "Drink it already, it's not like | could poison 
you if | tried." 


With the worst reassurance imaginable from Lucario, Masters puts 
the wooden cup up to his mouth and kicks his head back. It floods 
down his throat like a wave of sludge. He almost choked on it, but 
when it's finally down inside his half-ghost body, it leaves him with a 
faintly sour taste. It is amazing he can taste it at all. 


"| don't have much of a sense of taste, Luc." 
"Just show me the bottom of the cup.” 


Masters peers into it. What he finds is not a pitch black stain, but this 
unusual, purple-ish smear lining the bottom. He shows Lucario and 
his eyes begin darting from him to the cup. 


"It's purple after all." Lucario mutters in confusion. "Could have 


sworn that what | saw was your flames or whatever. | guess | can 
actually read auras." 


The Typhlosion blinks. He thought he was simply despairing back at 
the Lake, does Lucario actually not know how? It would be odd, 
though not impossible. Supposedly he can or else Aura Sphere 
would never have worked at all. 


"You can't?" Masters scoffs. "Come on, you're Lucario. Your whole 
gimmick is reading people's auras. I'm sure others can but Aura 
abilities are what you people do." 


"| Know how to throw an Aura Sphere after staring at someone for 
ten seconds too long. | am not an Aura master, nor do | ever wanna 
be. It isn't as useful as people say it is." 


"You've clearly gotten better, haven't you? You wouldn't have nailed 
the big bird with that blind shot." Masters takes the bottle, pouring 
some into the cup in Lucario's hand. "If this wine is for aura reading, 
| think you could maybe get better if you understood what your aura 
was like." 


"| doubt it." Lucario glares from across the table. The lamp reveals 
his snarling teeth. "Why do you care about Aura stuff? You want me 
to learn to predict your future? Too many idiots make the mistake of 
thinking it does something it can't." 


"Do you train?" 


"Everyone does, stupid. | had a girl who taught me tons." Lucario 
glances around the open space, as if anyone of the busy explorers 
could hear them quietly talking to themselves. "| don't train my aura, 
| don't need to." 


"You clearly needed to when you had to shoot the bird out of the 
sky." 


Lucario lets out a defeated rumble, puts the cup to his mouth and 
slams it down instantly. His expression does not change from his 
puffy bitter look. He turns the cup towards Masters. It is crimson red, 
somehow more ugly than the pitch black fluid it was. The hateful 


color fits him. He tries not to chuckle. 
"Guess it can read auras. What was your fourth trick, again?" 


"Dark Pulse...?" Lucario turns the cup around, and stares into it. 
Flabbergasted, it takes him a moment of awkward staring for him to 
speak again. "Explains why it came so naturally to me. Do you think 
this is a bad omen?" 


"Good thing Aura can't see the future." Masters flashes him a brief 
smile as he hears a door in the distance swing open. Frogadier, 
probably. "If Dark Pulse is throwing bad aura at someone, you have 
plenty to spare." 


"What's that supposed to mean?" 


Before he can explode and pout, Lucario looks behind Masters to 
see the frog coming their way. Masters gets out of his seat while 
Lucario soon follows, one pokemon throwing on a friendly facade 
while Masters smiles at the explorer in earnest. The dapper 
amphibian has an old-looking key in his hands. 


"Come along now, sorry for the wait." 


He beckons them, leading to the side opposite of the windows 
where the wall is made of huge, ancient bricks. Each one is about 
half the size of Lucario, and behind a set of conspicious curtains is a 
thick metal door. Some kind of crank is required to open it. The only 
way to get it to turn is with this big key he slides into the side of it. 
The frog rubs his hands together, takes a breath, then starts working 
it open. 


Glancing at the wall ahead of them then at the hard wood below, 
they look about a century apart. Masters has yet to ask, so while 
Frogadier spends the next couple minutes working a sweat he 
speaks up. 


"What's your name?" Masters asks. 


"Frogadier, sir." He grunts, pushing down one of the giant spokes. 
"My sirs came to call me Glenn. | quite like the society's abode, so | 
started taking up groundskeeping and handling the guests. Lovely 


place this town and its folks are." 


"What is special about here?" Masters inquires. "My home may not 
be much, but | hear explorers have all sorts of fancy homes." 


"Well..." Glenn briefly stops cranking, catching his breath. 
"According to the people who founded Lapis Town, the Society was 
once the grounds of an ancient keep. Some of the walls, and this 
very door are holdovers from a time long ago. This place has 
withstood burning to the ground twice. It's really a miracle." 


"Sure sounds like one." Masters chuckles. "Is your treasury in 
there?" 


"No. We keep the wealth somewhere else, this is more the treasure 
part of our treasury." Glenn continues working away at the door. "| 
wasn't there when this building first went up in flames, although | 
was for the second. Some hot coals slipped out of the fire in the 
general branch. Thank Winter it was contained there or else we 
would have lost some mighty important papers." 


"Books?" Lucario chuckles. "You guys read?" 
"No, investigation papers. Paperwork. Mail." 


A mechanism inside the seal cracks. Glenn pulls the door open to 
reveal a hallway lined with small little alcoves lit by luminous orbs 
hanging to the ceiling by dark chains. The brick walls are charred, 
but the treasures within seem pristine. At the far end, sitting for them 
like bait, was the familiar orange glow of a time gear sitting ona 
glass pedestal. Masters is not foolish enough to gun for it, and 
thankfully, neither is Lucario. 


There are other pieces of history here, metalworks, armor which 
reminds Masters of the thing he let loose from Winters’ prison. Are 
they connected? Probably. A glance at all the darkly clad and gold 
trimmed things in here are enough for him to connect two together. 
The only thing he cared about though was the gear in the back and 
how he can possibly get it out of here. 


Glenn catches him staring at the vault's contents. 


"Something wrong?" The explorer says, looking up the larger 
Typhlosion. 


"Oh, none at all." Masters laughs it off. "You're not going to lock us 
in there, are you?" 


"Why would | do such a thing?" The frog points to the back of the 
metal door. There is a rusty lever near its base. "You can open it 
from the inside. | believe the fighters who built this vault had 
intended to use it as a final holdout. If they had wanted to trap 
people, then well, there were prison cells here at some point." 


"What happened to them?" Lucario asks. 
"They got turned into guest rooms." 


With a bow, Glenn offers the two to step inside, holding open the 
door with the weight of his lithe body. Masters glances at Lucario. 
Lucario is as weary as he is. His hat is nowhere as big as Masters' - 
everyone can see he is visibly perturbed. 


There has to be some kind of hole in the door, it cannot be airtight if 
this was meant to be a final holdout. It is not likely his fiend would 
suffocate should this wiley guildie decide to turn tables on them. It is 
also entirely possible that this Glenn fellow was as sincere as he 
seems, that this hunt has simply rotted Masters’ mind to the point he 
is willing to believe a humble explorer could be out for their skin. 


If there is some kind of mechanism in this door, then there is a hole, 
and if there's an opening he can maybe slip his half-corporeal body 
through it. He may lose his hat for a minute or two, but knowing he 
has two ways out gives him the courage to bow to the little frog and 
step in. A second later, Lucario follows. 


The air is dense within the vault. Not exactly dust, just old-smelling. 
Someone clearly comes through every one in a while to give these 
artifacts a spot shine. One of which begs for his attention, the 
collection of metallic plates he has spotted before. Stepping closer, 
he is able to see they are made for the armor of a creature much 
bigger than him, Lucario, or that thing he let loose. 


Lucario walks past him. His eyes are on the prize while Masters puts 
up an intriguing act - a facade which lasts for all of a few seconds. 


Masters looks back. Without a scream of its metal hinges, or 
anything, the door had closed on them. Their guide is missing, only 
leaving one of his cuffs behind. The vault is silent. Masters spits a 
flame into his hand without hesitation, stowing the ghostly fire in its 
lantern-holster. 


"Luc!" Masters hisses. "He shut the door on us!" 
"Yeah, I'm not blind!" 


Lucario spins around to the fragile glass. He smashes it open with a 
quick elbow, swiping the precious Dark Gear from its pedestal. Much 
to their luck, there are no alarms or booby traps, just the unshakable 
sense of dread which comes with committing a crime deep in the 
heart of a guild-shaped group. Whoever is out there probably knows 
what they are up to already. 


After a second of holding the gear tight, Lucario nods at him. 


"It's a real deal." Lucario throws the metal to him, and Masters 
catches it. He quickly attaches the gear to the empty chain under his 
cloak. "| made you give up one, it's only fair. The next is mine." 


"We can talk about that when it happens." Masters fills his other 
lantern, watching Lucario carefully step towards the door. 


He is about to reach for the rusty old handle when a sound causes 
his bands to twitch. It sounds like calamity out there, pots, pans, 
tables being strewn about. As quickly as it starts it stops. Lucario 
looks back, fear in his red eyes. It is also at this very second he 
spots the water-type's dress cuff sitting on the floor. 


"What's going on out there?" Masters whispers. 


Lucario looks back at the iron seal. Was he trying to look through 
with Aura Sight? Seeing through the foot of metal seems impossible 
for anyone regardless of supernatural gifts as he quickly gives up. 
Instead Lucario reaches for the handle, his fingers quivering. 


"One way to find out." 


41 - Anomalous Part Two 


Chapter 41: 41 - Anomalous Part Two 


Honchkrow goes snooping around. Masters and Lucario encounter a 
dangerous foe in their attempt to escape. 


A soft push of his wings quietly opens the office. Honchkrow peers 
inside, no Noivern to be seen but the fireplace heating the upper 
level still roars. And if she were here, she would have heard him 
already. Ever since the announcement her claws have been full, 
now is the only time he will be able to do this. 


In a quick motion he swipes his spare key, shuts the door, and locks 
it. He needs to be swift and soundless. Rather than let his noisy 
talons scrape across the stone floor, he flutters across the room, 
landing on his boss' desk. 


To his surprise, her desk is immaculate. There are a few circular 
stains he knows all too well to be the byproduct of a drinking 
pokemon but otherwise there are no strewn pens, stacks of paper, 
or clutter save for a single quill and pen. In the back are some 
noivern-sized drawers and racks filled to the brim with priceless 
liquor. If she has ever used this desk in the last month, it was 
probably to sign the bill to afford all these bottles. 


Honchkrow hops over to the drawers, balancing himself on the 
cabinet's lattice while he pulls out drawer after drawer with his beak. 
He finds nicknacks, precious stones, things of value to everyone 
other than him. She absolutely keeps her money elsewhere. There 
is a place he neither knows the location of or wants to know where 
the wealth she cannot have on display is kept stowed away. He is 
just banking on this greedy dragon-type to slip up. She in her infinite 


drunken wisdom has to have left something about a sponsor behind. 


Down he travels until his claws reach around a metal handle. It looks 
like a safe, or a chute for worthless things to be tossed down into. 
Something inside glows a brilliant gold. A Shiny Stone, perhaps? He 
pulls on the handle then hears a sound. 


The fireplace flickers, he glances over and swears he could see a 
shadow scurrying past its orange glow. Too small to be her, too 
quiet to be anything running around. He looks into the glow of the 
cupboard. He can barely and even smell the paperwork left to 
moulder in the metal prison. The glow is intense, it feels like sunlight 
massaging his face. 


Honchkrow takes a deep breath. He pulls just in time to see a 
shadow cast over him. 


He swerves his head back, spotting a pair of golden eyes dangling 

from behind the desk, peering at him inquisitively. It does not move, 
it does not breathe, but those eyes quiver like they are about to fall 

out of their sockets in rage. 


"You are not supposed to be here." 


The door is massive, metal and operated by a single lever from this 
side. There are unseen mechanisms either on the inside of the steel 
or within the walls which likely control it. According to their guide this 
door, as well as the charred old stones around them, are the 
survivors of two separate infernos. 


"One way to find out." 


Lucario says to Masters, passing by him Masters keeps a firm hold 
on his lanterns. His partner approaches the doorway as Masters' 
eyes scan the scored tourist trap for any sign of what may have 
caused the chaos unfolding outside of the door. It could not have 
been any of the trinkets here: the armor pieces, the spears and 
weaponry a time forlorn. One stood out, a piece of pitch-white 
masonry which hovers above its glass stand, but not even it seemed 


as powerful as the treasure Lucario stole. 


If Masters cannot see anything, if Lucario's aura sight dredges up 
nothing, then... 


Masters sniffs the air. Brimstone. A sense of dread floods through 
his nostrils, and he shouts as Lucario's hand touches the metallic 
lever. 


"Get away from that door!" 


Too late. Lucario lets out a horrible shriek, gripping a hand which is 
now smoking before their eyes. Masters rushes over and shoves 
Lucario behind, briefly catching a glimpse of Lucario's hand: the 
brass spike protruding from it is red hot. 


"You okay?" He asks instinctively. 


"Do you want to kiss it better?" Lucario growls. "I bet they have 
Rawst out there, you think we can borrow a bottle on the way out?" 


"Sure, they won't notice." 


Masters steps forwards, pressing his ear up against the metallic 
door. He can feel the heat caking his face. It is intense. Lucario is 
lucky to have a hand left. And listening in, he can hear the familiar 
crackling of a house fire raging out of control. The smell too, is 
unbearably strong. 


He looks around the solid metal surface for any kind of seam and 
finds a crack underneath the lever. Air is flowing through the dark 
opening. Of course there would be airflow here because what 
happens if a poor soul gets locked in? But where is the smoke? He 
places his hand near it, careful not to touch the metal, and it does 
not feel any hotter than the air beyond the door. 


Masters glances at Lucario. "Are you having trouble breathing? Did 
you see any smoke" 


"No." Lucario takes a big whiff of air, grumbling. "Damn stupid aura 
powers, if | didn't use my senses | would've smelt that burning. We 
need to get out of here before-" 


"You immolate, yes." 


Masters pulls out a half-eaten Colbur berry then presses it up 
against the metal. The thing spontaneously combusts,and falls to 
the ground as fiery goop. They both stare at the molten mystery. 


"You're lucky to have your hand, Luc..." Masters ponders. "Is it hot 
over there?" 


"No." 


He takes a final look at the door. It is not melting, it is obviously way 
more heat resistant than he gives it props. It may still work. Freedom 
is a pull of a lever away. Was someone waiting for him out there? 
Where are all the water-types? Why haven't they doused the fire yet, 
and what happened to their froggy friend? The door cannot hold off 
the fire forever. 


Opening the door is the only way for Lucario to find out, but Lucario 
Masters is not. He is a ghost, he can try slipping through. Masters 
has a theory however, a theory he is willing to try. 


"Hold your breath, Luc." 
"What?" 


Masters grabs the lever as Lucario takes a big dramatic breath. With 
tremendous force, he pulls down on the burning hot mechanism. 
Several mechanisms creak through the walls, the seal is undone, 
and it blasts open into a raging hot miasma. Red flames rage all 
around, smoke chokes the air. He can barely make out the shape of 
the large dining hall beyond the wall of fire. 


Masters slowly turns from the fire. Lucario is behind him, unharmed. 
He stops holding his breath, he's fine. None of this makes sense. 


Lucario shuts his eyes, not wasting a second to try to look past the 
flames. The bands under his hat rattle intensely and he shouts. 


"There's someone in there 'M! Beh-" 


Masters throws himself in any direction other than into the flames. A 


cold gauntleted hand misses him, cutting through the air with a 
pitch-black energy. It follows with a horizontal slash. 


He ducks backwards, throwing his head against and sinking right 
into the wall as if it were moldable clay. A Night Slash strikes the 

brick where his neck should be, gouging a wound into the ancient 
castle. 


Masters kicks the figure to middling effect. It grabs his leg and goes 
for another chop just in time for an Aura Sphere to carve through its 
fiery aura and send the being hurdling away. The flames travel with 
the figure, stuck to the being like a localized wildfire. The stone, the 
wooden flooring, and metal door instantly return to normal. It's as if 
they were never burning in the first place. 


Lucario comes barging forwards. He grasps Master's hand and reels 
the ghost out of the wall. 


"The sucker isn't gonna be walking after that." Lucario says with a 
smirk. "Got him head on. You still got yours attached, spooky?" 


The Typhlosion reaches for his own neck. Still on, minus this awful 
itchy-fuzzy feeling all over his head where he put part of it into a 
wall. Nothing will ever get him used to this feeling. 


"| think you'd be able to tell." 


He looks down at his hand. Lucario is still holding him tight. They 
share an exchange of glances until Lucario realizes what he's done. 
Lucario swiftly pulls away. 


"Sor-" 


"Don't say it." Masters looks over to the fire. His hands are firm on 
his lanterns - his weapons. "Do you have any idea what that guy is 
out there? Kicking him felt like kicking the door here." 


"| can tell you whoever it has has a really angry aura." Lucario 
gawks alongside him. "As bad or worse than mine apparently. | think 
it's a fire-type." 


"Steel/fire." Masters taps his foot. The floorboards outside the door 


are intact somehow. This guild is not aflame, not yet. "| don't know 
any creature like this." 


Before Lucario can reply the glass looking into the dining room 
shatters as rope is thrown into the room. Three creatures climb up 
inside - fellows under the size of Lucario. Lucario bolts towards the 
nearest cover - reaching a small bar in the dining hall as these 
figures reach into quivers on their back. A volley of iron thorns rain 
down as Masters swiftly joins him behind the bar. 


The first volley misses, the second volley breaks into the cabinets 
behind them and floods the floor with wine and broken glass. 
Lucario kicks one of these busted cabinets open, plundering for 
anything useful. 


"What kind of people attack explorers like this?" Masters grabs one 
of the spears on the wall. He holds it up to the flames behind his hat. 
This is gonna sting. "You think they were here for the gear?" 


"Not unless someone told them!" Lucario plunders a bottle of Rawst, 
and pours its contents out onto his hand. He grits his metallic teeth. 
"T-The little guys are Pawniard, unless there is another group | don't 
know of - they are my boss' goons." 


"Goons? Is your boss sending baddies after us?" 


The iron glowing hot in his hand, Masters peers over the counter for 
a split second. He aims at the nearest one, throws the Iron Thorn 
and pins the Pawniard down next to a table. The others reach into 
quivers then throw in response, turning their cover into even more of 
a pincushion. The fiery thing is still up there by one of the tables. 


"| hope not! She's the organizer, she probably wants the gears!" 
Lucario throws the empty rawst bottle away, collecting his breath. 
"We're not giving her anything, understand?" 


"| didn't think that for a second, Luc." Masters interjects. "Does she 
command the pawniard, do they have a Honchkrow of their own?" 


There is a considerable pause. Lucario is dead-faced. His ears 
suddenly twitch, instantly throwing him back into the heat of things. 


"There's more coming!" He looks to where he and Masters first 
came. Metal feet are clattering towards the dining hall "What about-" 


"He will be okay. He's a knight, nevermind him!" He repeats himself, 
slowly. "Who is their boss, Lucario?" 


"It's Bisharp! He's a hitman! She's sent her hitman on us, 'M!" 


The word sends a chill down Masters’ spine. The worst breed of 
criminal - the one who would do the unthinkable for wealth or their 
superiors - the kind he was lucky to never have wandered into the 
eyes of. This Bisharp is truly irredeemable, and unless these 
explorers apprehended him after this quarrel, he would hunt them 
down to their last breath. If his servants are here, so is he. Lucario 
said the flaming thing had a dark aura about them, is that Bisharp? 


"It's nothing Team Chaser has never quarreled before." Masters 
assures himself, biting down on his tongue. "We can get out of 
here." 


"Team Chaser? Now you're inviting me to an exploration team?" 


Team Chaser, Exploration Team . The words echo in Masters’ mind. 
Suddenly, a tingling sensation builds in his hand. He feels Lucario's 
previous touch, and the sensation travels up his arm to his mind 
where it becomes a painful, ear-splitting scream. Masters grips his 
head in pain. There is a white flash; his vision becomes black. 


Four figures begin to take shape in the darkness of Master's mind, 
one of whom lugs a sack over their shoulders. The yellow sheen of 
Blast Seeds peers out of the cloth, and fire lights the tunnel where 
these forth come. As they pass one arch, one throws the bag to their 
right and the others toss torches. Masters' body becomes engulfed 
in a burning pain, shooting him through time back into the here and 
now. 


"MI!" Lucario shakes him by his shoulders. 'M! Are you okay?" 
He's fine, he just knows something Lucario does not and he can't 


waste a single second. He grabs the hand Lucario is shaking him 
with, then pulls him away from the bar. The archers take notice. A 


third barrage of thorns grazes Masters while Lucario dodges the 
three. 


As they reach the table Masters kicks it over as more thorns come, 
sticking themselves into the thin cover. Safe and sound in cover for 
the split second, Masters looks down the arched hallway to see the 
four ordained foes. They throw a sack behind the counter, and light 
it. 


The Blast Seeds spark, and a ferocious fireball erupts behind the 
counter - engulfing everything on the back wall aflame. Shrapnel in 
the form of glass bottles fly outwards, hitting the steel hides of the 
nearby Pawniard, posing little more than a slight inconvenience. 
While they are distracted Masters reaches into his lantern and 
throws a wayward Infernal Parade overhead. It homes on one of the 
newcomers while the rest scramble to the cover of the tables, taking 
up positions near their thorn-throwing comrades. . 


"What just happened?" Lucario shouts. "They're setting the whole 
place on fire! 


"The Scream happened." Masters hurriedly explains. "They burned 
the hallway too. They're trying to corner us back into the safe room! 
They don't want you to leave here alive!" 


"Was the scream because | touched your hand?" 


He hears several pawniard approach. Masters sucks in as much air 
as he can, then spews a smokescreen out on the floor, engulfing 
him and Lucario in a purple haze. The archers begin throwing blind 
shots into the smoke. None hit. 


"Yes! You'd be roasted if it didn't show me what these goons were 
doing!" Masters scoops his second, and last ghostly flame, throwing 
it out into the mist to let it seek these runts out on its own. "| need 
you to get as many as you can, we need to thin them out if we're 
gonna get out of here!" 


Lucario holds out a hand as a glowing, bone-shaped bludgeon 
appears in it. Bone rush, of course. What Lucario does not know 
about bone rush? 


"Free rain to grease them for good?" 


What did he mean by that? Masters prepares to run from the fog as 
he clacks his fist together. Lightning forms between his fingertips. 


"Just move already!" Masters growls. 


His partner bolts off into the fog towards the newcomers, leaving 
Masters to deal with the archers up by the dining tables. Lucario, 
being faster than the draw than he is, gets their attention as he 
emerges first. 


He hears a crunch through the fog, followed by the howl of a Lucario 
smashing the steel-types to bits with a super-effective bat. Masters 
climbs over overturned chairs, emerging through the fog as the 
throwers are just already reaching into their quivers. He sees two. 
Masters goes for the paniward closest to him and kicks the table out 
from under it. 


It falls straight onto its back. He delivers a brutal Thunder Punch to 
the face under its rotund helm. The one next to it turns his way, 
thorn in hand. 


Masters grabs the nearest thing which so happens to be the poor 
little pawniard and blocks the incoming spear with its body. He drops 
it, rushing the second archer who meets a similar, lightning-infused 
fate. His fists throw them over the dining area, sending them to the 
pile of their unconscious comrades by Lucario's feet. Masters 
glances at his partner. 


Lucario is covered with cuts and scrapes - nothing as bad as what 
the door did to him. With a twisted smile he looks his way, only for 
that grin to turn to horror. Masters follows his eyes to the creature on 
fire. It rises. Flames surround its shadow, and within its figure is a 
piercing orange light. Is that...? 


"Eight hundred." He speaks, pointing his gauntleted hand towards 
Lucario. "No longer employed and you're still a coin sink, Rei." 


Lucario turns to face him, as does Masters. 


"| don't care. It's your fault for coming here." Lucario points a 


battered club past Masters at Bisharp. "Cut your losses and get on 
with your life already! If | can, you can." 


"I'll move on once you have given me what you stole from 
Honchkrow." He spits a glob out of his flaming aura. Masters feels 
his attention turn to him."Are you his friend?" 


"Unfortunately for you, yes." Masters answers, putting himself in the 
way of the figure. "You're Bisharp, aren't you? You're a hitman sent 
to deal with Lucario, am | correct?" 


"That you are." Bisharp's shadow looks his way. Fire follows his 
metallic steps as he approaches Masters. "I was told by Honchkrow 
you were his new friend, you and he are equally responsible for 
losing him the gear. Unlike Lucario however, | am not required to 
bring you in alive." 


Between the fire and smoke, Masters can see the blurry figure of a 
bipedal pokemon standing with him face to face. His armored body, 
combined with this aura following his every move, makes hand to 
hand combat near worthless for anyone who cannot withstand the 
life-threatening inferno. And deep within the figure is an all too 
familiar orange. The glow of a time gear dangles around Bisharp's 
neck. 


The fire is because of his gear's ability. Did he light the door aflame 
too? Theories and thoughts begin racing in his mind, trying to piece 
together an answer in the face of this wicked criminal. 


"Under what authority?” Masters asks. 
"My authority. You are in the way.." 


There it is: an ultimatum. Masters does not dare move, he watches 
Lucario from the corner of his eye brandish his gear as his cuts 
mend and the many pawniard at his feet start rusting with age. 
Lucario knows where this is going. This is going to end one way, 
Masters knows too; no sense denying it. 


Without wasting a second, Masters goes for Bisharp. He enters the 
flames as his lightning-infused fists make contact Bisharp's metal 


skin, sending a shock through their metallic body which he answers 
back by cutting downwards with Night Slash. 


He answers with fists and is swift to regret it. The slash tears straight 
through his hands, ghostly ichor splashing into Masters’ face as pain 
shoots through his undead body. Masters slithers backwards, his 
heels on the edge of the dining area. The follow up grazes him nd 
he topples downwards into the arms of Lucario who catches him in 
the nick of time. 


"Why all the lightning?” Bisharp steps onto the floor, scorching it with 
his metal boots. "Why aren't you burning me down? | expected more 
from a fire-type." 


Eruption would be bad for everyone. Masters could easily blow this 
fool to the moon, and in doing so he will burn this exploration society 
to the ground with his purple flames. A hitman is terrifying enough, a 
whole legion for explorers chasing them down in revenge would be a 
living nightmare. 


"| know Rei's tricks, | have been with him longer than you have. He 
needs to see me in order for his Aura Sphere to work. By striking me 
earlier he has shown he has overcome this weakness, but it is 
nothing | can't adapt to." 


The air is getting hotter. As Bisharp approaches, what was once 
ablaze on the platform is now perfectly pristine, and the polished 
dining floor is now turning to cinders. 


"| have what it takes to put your friend to rest, you however, are the 
rogue factor." Bisharp glowers through his fiery veil. "As long as you 
breathe, my victory is uncertain." 


Masters feels the pain fade from his fingers. His wounds close, and 
the peons lying around him rust into gnarl statues. Lucario may not 
have the magic touch of Whiskey or Celebi, but his gear is keeping 
them in this. He can take at least one of Bisharp's Night Slashes, If 
two connect he will be seriously rolling the dice of fate. 


"Let me get him." Lucario whispers, watching Bisharp loom. 


"Don't you dare even try." The Typhlosion stutters out. "He has a 
gear, | don't know what it does but his burning aura has something 
to do with it. You'll be turned to ash if you try to exchange blows with 
him, he wants you to get near." 


"Then what do | do 'M?" 


"Get a read on him, try to hit him with your Aura Sphere." Masters 
mutters back. "Even if you accidentally lock onto my Aura, it won't 
phase me. It's a fighting move, I'm a ghost." 


Masters rises up onto his feet with the help of Lucario's arms. He 
wrestles free of Lucario's hands, stepping towards the walking 
inferno as his partners look towards the fire behind the bar and the 
one slowly encroaching from the hall. Their cover is gone, their 
escape is cut off - he needs to make this work. 


"Anyone with cursory knowledge of Aura can smell your awful 
stench from miles away." Masters speaks, facing the firestorm a 
paces' distance away. "You are truly wretched, and | have been 
given the task of exercising from you this world." 


"Is it so? Talk all you like." Bisharp hisses. The floor catches flame 
at Masters; air becomes thick with smoke. He is in his aura. "It does 
not matter who is right or who is wrong, you won't live to tell this 
tale." 


A Night Slash streaks through the air. Masters sidesteps it, 
delivering a deft blow to the Bisharp's side. Bisharp retaliates with a 
kick, and Masters catches it, clasping it inbetween his electrified 
hands and throwing the man down onto his back. The fire-type 
grabs the nearest thing - the overturned table they used for cover - 
wielding it as a crude shield as Masters goes in for a devastating 
strike. 


Bisharp's gauntlet slashes the wooden thing into two, but Masters’ 
fist barrels through the splinters. The gear near Bisharp's shines. a 
blink away from turning his helmet into a dented mess and Masters' 
fist stops. 


The table's back together, his hands are now melded into it! Amid 


his shock a Night Slash strikes down Masters, cutting a clean slice 
through the table down his body. A kick sends his carcass tumbling 
across the floor, crashing and crumbling into the burning bar. 


On queue, Lucario lets an Aura Sphere loose. It hits Bisharp spot 
on, then simply shatters into sparks of nothingness as a Protect 
barrier disperses the fatal attack. Lucario panics, scrambling 
towards Masters as Bisharp's flames loom. 


"MI! You-" 


Lucario shakes him. Within moments, Masters takes in a painful 
breath, and billows out Smokescreen. 


The cover makes him feel safe enough to think. These next few 
moments are going to be crucial. They are backed into a corner 
worse than if they stayed inside the musuem. Masters does not dare 
to look at his wounds as he looks Lucario in his eyes. 


"| keep making the same mistake." Masters gurgles. "I can't go to 
blows with this man, you're going to have to think of something, 
Luc." 


Lucario hoists Masters up onto his legs. He hurls a wave of Dark 
Pulse towards the encroaching inferno only for it to be engulfed by 
the two different colored smokes, vanishing. Masters can hear 
Lucario breathing like mad. His fur is damp with cold sweat. 


"The Vault." Masters coughs, looking past behind himself to the 
open door. "Get into the vault! It won't be hot in there!" 


Bisharp hears them. A brutal fighting-type chop phases through 
Masters’ body; missing Lucario by inches but splitting the bar into 
two. Masters spots something blue splitting out, bipedal and 
unconscious. Is that Glenn? What is he doing trapped inside of a 
bar? Was he hiding? 


Masters is thrown into the vault, landing on the floor like a sack of 
berries. His partner pulls down the lever, seemingly no longer red 
hot, and forces the vault door shut. He darts over to the half- 
conscious masters, digging through his things immediately. 


"Grave robbing already?" Masters musters up a chuckle. 


"I'm not interested in you haunting me in your un-un-un-life." He 
feels Lucario jostle one of his pouches. "Where is your Colbur 
Berry?" 


"Celebi didn't have any growing up there, she's too much of a sweet 
tooth. | used my last berry to test the door, | have nothing on me." 


Lucario groans, extending a hand once more. Masters takes it, 
standing back up as a familiar feeling dwells on his skin. He is too 
exhausted to pay it heed. All his thoughts are concentrated on 
getting them out, the massive metal in the way of Bisharp has 
bought him a precious minute to think. 


"He already has a fire started in the bar." Masters heaves, speaking 
at the same slow pace as his breath. "I'm the ghost, you're not. If he 
lets that fire go you'll either stop breathing or burn - whatever first." 


"What about what Glenn said?" 


"Just because this place survived doesn't mean the pokemon hiding 
here didn't join the ashes." Masters struggles to find the best way to 
keep the conversation away from the doom of this situation. "His 
gear has something to do with what took place here, but | don't think 
his ability has anything to do with fire." 


"Well then! | should just go punch up and punch him!" 


"What? No! Listen, Luc!" Masters cuts him off. "Bisharp has some 
sort of bubble around him, a bubble | suspect distorts time in some 
way. His fire is not some shield he has, it's like a projection. 
Everything within distance of his field is brought back to a certain 
time - to when this place was burning down!" 


Lucario glances his way, then at the giant door. 
"Is that why we weren't burning in here? So it can't spread?" 


"Exactly!" Masters confirms. "| didn't become a quilava when fighting 
him, so | think it only affects things. Like Louisa. He's turning every 
object around him to when it was aflame, it's why this vault is safe 


from his ability! Why else would he light a real fire? Because he 
can't smoke us out on his own." 


"If he's lit the fire then he knows more about his gear than Honch 
did." Lucario reaches for the gear hidden around his neck. "I'll bet 
Honchkrow told him what mine does too, damn!" 


It has to be only objects. He turned back the time on the door to 
close it; turned back the time on the broken table to trap his hands; 
broke apart the bar to hide Glenn inside of it. Bisharp is turning back 
the clock on these things while theirs runs short. 


They hear a click. The door is being opened. Glenn had a key. 


"I'll try to get him in and you use Eruption on him!" Lucario snarls, 
brandishing a glowing bone club. "If | can't, then blow up this whole 
place! | don't care!" 


Masters is not given a chance to bicker as pain returns to where 
Lucario held him. It shoots right into his mind, stunning him with its 
ear-splitting scream. It's worse than last time. Masters holds by a 
thread as an image flashes across his eyes. 


It is him standing in the way of the door, a decisive Night Slash 
cleaving into his shoulder through his body. Masters is doomed. 


Dark smoke and the glistening remains of smokescreen ooze 
through the expanding entryway. Lucario readies his club. He told 
Masters what to do. He expects Masters to follow through. 


Masters books for the door. The smoke billows inwards. Lucario's 
body is engulfed by tendrils of smoke as Masters reaches Lucario, 
wraps his arms around him, and vanishes. 


A cold metal hand cuts through the shroud, carving right into its 
preordained target with wicked energy. It sears into Lucario's flesh 
and grazes the ghost-type hiding underneath his skin. Just as the 
Dimensional Scream told, Night Slash met its mark. 


For a brief second, Masters can see through Lucario's eyes. A figure 
tall, gaunt, with armor consisting of natural blades. The small, beady 
eyes under his helmet are as wide as they could be. When Lucario 


delivers a swing of his club, the steel-type protects against it - 
cancelling each other out. In doing so, Bisharp seals his own fate. 
He is left defenseless. 


"There is a law every explorer abides by, we bring back our 
criminals safe and sound." Masters' body oozes through the wound 
on Lucario's shoulder. "For scum like you? | always make an 
exception!" 


Lucario pulls Masters' hat off as he bows. His head of flame 
explodes into a shower of purple fireballs, chunks of molten earth 
spewing out from the cracks in his undead skin. Fiery hailstones tear 
holes through the dining hall and send the Bisharp careening. The 
scorching figure lands with the corpses of his cronies, alight with 
both the fire from a time long past and a ghost's wrath. 


The hurrah took everything from Masters, and he is left a shambling 
wreckage which Lucario easily lifts onto his shoulder. He sprints 
through the dining hall, ignoring the molten mass which was once a 
Bisharp. 


"His Gear..." Masters says weakly. 
"-Can wait." 


The last thing he sees is Lucario grabbing onto a rope by the 
window. Something pulls on the other side, and they are whisked 
from the burning keep. 
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42 - The Mark 


Chapter 42: 42 - The Mark 


Halcion and Mienshao continue their hunt. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


A cold breeze sweeps across Halcion's face as she drags her feet 
through the forest's freshly laid snow. Her partner, Mienshao, leads 
the way through the endless night, gripping her badge as if it were a 
lifeline. 


What is she worrying about? The cold? A little snow will not stop one 
of the Dusk Continent's best. Her partner, thick fur and swathed in a 
cloak, is not the pokemon freezing here. 


"Mienshao, do you mind telling me something?" Halcion shudders. 
"Yes, Hal?" Mienshao acknowledges, still walking. 


"How do you know the guy you're looking for is up ahead?" She 
looks at Mienshao's badge - one of their own, with the five spokes 
marking her as Halcion's superior. "Are you afraid to lose your 
badge? You've been holding it since we woke up. And unless Five 
Points have a different ability | don't know of..." 


"They don't, Hal." 


In a quick sleight of hand, Mienshao replaces the badge with 
another from a shawl. Brass winglets, and an amethyst centerpiece, 
Halcion has seen this design before. As she holds it out for Halcion 
to observe the purple diamond in its center spins about madly until it 
points in the relative direction of their destination: a mountain which 


lies at the end of the snowy woods. 


"This badge leads to others of its kind." She stows it back in her 
garments. "The one we are looking for carries the same one. 
They're expecting our arrival, you're my element of surprise." 


There is only one pokemon she knows to have this badge. Halcion 
grits her teeth, the next question is an ugly one. 


"| get it." Halcion grumbles. "You didn't want me backing out, and 
now it's too late for me to go turn tail." 


Mienshao stops. The cool morning winds pass through them. 
Mienshao's red eyes meet with Halcion's, unflinching. This mission 
has seemed off since the moment it was thrust into Halcion's hands. 
And even now, there is a sort of anger to Mienshao she has never 
seen before. She seems furious Halcion is even questioning her. 


"Pardon?" 
The Haxorus steps closer. 


"| don't know how you got yours, | don't care. You must have taken it 
from whatever mean Pokemon wore it prior." Halcion towers over 
her partner. "A very bad person wears that." 


The mask of an experienced adventurer fades at the mention of that 
person. Mienshao quakes for a split second before hurriedly 
strapping back on some disguise. Mienshao knows; Halcion too. 


The Haxorus has had the last couple of days wandering through 
these snowy wastes to piece together the broken bits of her 
memory. The badge is the final bit she needs, and all the reasons 
she loathes the symbol come rushing back. The Idiot, Rei, meddling 
with powers beyond him. Swiping it from his greedy hands, then 
losing it to someone not of this world - a creature of pure shadow 
who wore a badge previously seen in the hands of Prinn. 


Even as Halcion speaks, she is sure she is missing something. She 
remains steadfast. 


"You're not looking for her, the thing with the blue diamond, are 


you?" 

"No." 

The split second of relief is shattered by Halcion's next words. 
"Good. We're after her next." 


Halcion strides on, moving onwards to the mountain. She knows 
what she wants. Her partner's panic only assures the task is worth 
taking. 


"Hal... Hal!" Mienshao steps forward. "You don't want to do that, 
Hal!" 


"Don't say that to me! No one injures the pride of a knight and lives!" 
Her heart rages and she spews vitriol. "That thing took out a whole 
town, she put me into a coma! I'm taking the badge of whoever 
you're tracking and I'm gonna find her myself! Come with me or not, 
| don't care which!" 


"Pride doesn't mean a thing Hal! You were lucky to make it back the 
first time! | don- | -" 


Mienshao's voice fades. Halcion looks back, and sees her slumped 
like a defeated child, head staring at the infinite snow beneath her 
clawed feet. She is sweating, shivering. It is hard to tell she is even 
breathing. Never in Halcion's career has she seen her partner so 
weak. 


"Mienshao?" 


Mienshao does not speak; the sounds leaving her mouth are not 
natural. Halcion steps forward, and before she can lay a hand on 
her, she miraculously pulls herself together, shuffling past Halcion in 
a hurry. She mutters something akin to "get a move on" as she 
leaves towards their destination. The mountain looks so close she 
could reach out her arms and touch it. 


As explorers who have danced the dungeon dance many, many 


times before, they know each other's methods by heart. How ferals 
would be dealt with, how they approach the rooms - all of it boils 
down to a method which works for them alone. unforeseen 
circumstances: there was no reason to deviate from this, no reason 
to disturb the dungeon with their voices, and certainly no reason for 
Halcion to ever put her hand on her partner. 


Halcion was an experienced indie before she joined the Sundown 
Guild. She did jobs for whoever was willing to partner with her, 
mostly newer folks whom she still loves showing the ropes to. Her 
refusal to find a partner ended some time after she evolved. 


Her skill is to be marvelled, so the guild says, yet she needs 
someone to keep her in line. A more experienced explorer stepped 
in, making Halcion her partner under the mutual understanding they 
would keep themselves at arm's reach. Mienshao keeps an eye on 
her, Halcion does as she pleases. 


So far they have been working superbly together. In times when 
both explorers are needed, they work with a level of finesse some of 
the other guildies call mad. Maybe they are so efficient because of 
Halcion's past as an indie, perhaps they have a goal outside of their 
faith in the guild. Halcion does, and only she knows why she works 
herself mad. 


It's for Mienshao. 


Halcion follows her partner through the last hole in the floor, landing 
them into a part of the dungeon lit by walls of ice. The snow filled, 
dark caverns of earlier do not match to this strangely luminescent 
section. Unless there is a secondary dungeon lying in wait for them, 
this for sure has to be its end. 


"| no longer sense any madmen." Mienshao's whiskers flicker. 
"We're at the end of the dungeon. He'll be in there." 


"So this mystery person is a He now? Thanks for the elucidation." 
Halcion fails to rain herself in, and snorts. "Were all the sleepers up 
his work? The ice makes it obvious they got smashed into the walls.’ 


"Yes. He's a psychic." 


No wonder she needs her. If a psychic up there has painted the 
walls with ice-types, then fighting-type like Mienshao will be nothing 
to him. 


"Need me to go first, Mienshao?" 


Mienshao does not answer her. She just leads the way as she has 
been doing. What a powerful psychic he must be if she is not 
worried about him in the slightest. With a strong, cool dragon-type 
like Halcion behind them, anyone would be as brave. 


Creeping down the passage with her fellow explorer, Halcion begins 
to see something orange and warm in the distance: a strange light 
glistening off the ice-covered walls. Unlike fire the light here does 
not flicker. It is constant, almost blinding after an hour of trending 
through the dark. 


A sound begins to hit her ears. Wind? Mienshao holds a hand out, 
stopping them. 


"There's a crevasse in the room ahead, I'll Keep him from it so he 
has no chance to toss us. We'll drop him in there when we leave." 


It's a hit, right. 
"I'm not-". 
"I know." Mienshao cuts Halcion off. "I'll be the one who does it." 


The howling picks up. A bridge of ice and masonry cuts across a 
giant chasm, and ahead is the source of the light: a floating object 
surrounded by flanges of glowing wings. It's a Time Gear! And their 
target was about to get their greasy hands on it! Not this again, not 
while she still breathes! 


Halcion pushes herself past Mienshao, leading into the opening with 
an earth-shattering stomp. A chunk of earth upheaves and she 
whips it in her tail, sending forwards a rocky scattershot. The 
psychic leaps away from the hail on its wings as Mienshao sprints 
into the frey, her claws slicing into the ice floor with every leap and 
bound. 


The explorers race across the precipice as the figure lands near the 
gear. With a wave of its wing, a chunk of ice nearby is lifted up, then 
thrown their way. Mienshao dodges it with grace, sliding along the 
icy bridge as Halcion slashes the chunk into a fine powder. 


Meinshao crosses the bridge. And as the cold dust settles, Halcion 
sees two figures beneath the time gear. She finally sees the man 
they've been hunting. 


It's Xatu - the town elder, a psychic. What was he doing out here? 
Why would their guild hold a grudge against one of its proprietors? 


Face to face with Mienshao, his telekinetic tricks are worthless. He 
throws bits of ice her way as he is, Mienshao lets loose strike after 
strike, never hitting but furthering the bird into an inescapable 
corner. Halcion runs across the remaining bridge, trying to make 
sense of the situation it unfolds. 


As Mienshao pushes his back to the cavern walls, Xatu flaps his 
wings, letting loose a gale of Air Slash in her direction. The super- 
effective move slices into her partner, and a cloud of ice drafts 
where there was once a Mienshao. With one dealt with, he flaps his 
wings, then speeds towards Halcion. 


When suddenly, a set of claws slashes through the air, cutting clean 
into Xatu. Halcion reaches the other side as he scrapes onto the ice, 
painting a long red streak of ichor. The fog disperses revealing a 
Mienshao with her hands utterly drenched. She just tore into him. 


Halcion walks up, staring down at the poor thing. His eyes are wide 
with fear. His wings hide the gruesome sight of his chest wound as 
he lets out pitiful, laboured breaths. Just what her partner did to take 
him down as another question to add to the hundreds whirring about 
her head. She stares down at him. 


The dark-green avian wears a familiar badge, the diamond in it is 
the same hue as his feathers. He may don the mark of a foe, but he 
has done nothing to her or the guild other than be a town Psychic. 
His oval-shaped eyes are as wide as they can be, darting between 
the two explorers towering over him. 


Halcion glances at Mienshao who is staring at her hands, panting. 


Xatu is a famed psychic, he has likely foreseen this. Mienshao has 
hit something vital, and as he opens his beak, the only sound which 
leaves him is an awful wheeze. These are his last moments in this 
realm, and Halcion has no idea what has led them to this horrid 
situation. 


"Mienshao." Halcion speaks, watching over the wounded avian. "Is 
this...?" 


"He is who | have been hunting." Mienshao states. "He has led us 
here, probably in hopes the dungeon would sort us out. Pitiful to look 
at." 


Mienshao takes a deep breath, drawing in the courage to say the 
following words. 


"Avert your eyes, Hal. Let me do what must be done." 


Xatu's gaze haunts her. He knows what is about to happen and yet 
seems so tranquil. There is a soft satisfaction across his face, he's 
smiling. 


As Mienshao steps towards him, Halcion catches a glimpse of her 
hand. The tips of her fingers are smeared in the bird's ichor. Did she 
rip something out of him? Mienshao fights nothing like Halcion, she 
does not have the axes nor talons to rip into people. The only claws 
she has are on her feet. 


Mienshao glances back, nervously for Halcion to avert her gaze. 
Nevermind the death, the only thing on the Dragon-type's mind was 
the surrealness of it all. 


"Hal?" 


She is talking like she has not registered what she's done; like this is 
an ordinary job. She's yet to take his life and she seems so relieved, 
as if this was her sole reason and she is about to fulfill it. 


Is she supposed to let this happen? Why are they doing this? 
Mienshao's hand twitches for a split second and Halcion lunges, 


seizing her arm. 
Mienshao's fur is ice cold, and Halcion's gaze is just as glacial. 


"What are you doing?" Halcion speaks. "| thought we were hunting a 
criminal! Why are we after the town elder? Who put you to this? Why 
haven't you told me anything?" 


Halcion's grasp tightens around her wrist. Nevermind the bird, she 
was about to draw her partner's blood. 


"| need you to be here." The panic returns to Mienshao's voice "I 
couldn't trust anyone else, Hal! Please, listen... we're not safe-" 


"Safe from what? You've been vague this entire time! A man's about 
to die because of you and you're complaining about you being the 
scared one? Are you out of your mind?!" 


Tighter, and tighter, her claws constrict around the cold piece of 
flesh in her hand. She cannot even hear whatever is leaving her 
partner's mouth, the beating in her chest drowns out all sound and 
reason. Her partner's hand is becoming colder, colder, and three 
knife-like claws protrude from her hands. She's never had claws - 
what's wrong with her? 


Halcion can't entertain the thought. She's losing her own mind. How 
dare she be made part of this? How dare- 


As if answering her screams, three figures burst from out of the 
hallway. One levitates high above the others, the glow of the second 
one's tail illuminates the glacial surroundings with a sun like beacon, 
while the third figure - all too familiar to her - looks across the chasm 
in pure horror. Prinn! What is Prinn doing here? 


"Hal! What are you doing?" Prinn shouts. 
"Teacher?" The floating one gasps. 


The Smeargle takes one look at the situation and raises his glowing 
tail. His focus, solely, is on the one who did the deed. 


"Give yourself in! Nobody-" 


Prinn's already running towards Halcion 


Something snaps within her partner. She slips right out of Halcion's 
iron-clad grasp like butter, dashing towards the Prinplup like a fiend, 
her claws raised and ready to tear. Halcion sees the boy spit out an 
ineffective bubble in fear and Halcion averts her eyes. 


She then hears a sound. Xatu's beak begins to move, and she leans 
down next to him, drowning out the sounds of a brutal fight with his 
warm voice. 


"My time here is at its end, knightess." Cryptic as ever, Xatu 
whispers to her with a smile. "| must ask, do you remember our 
fateful meeting?" 


Halcion closes her eyes. Something about a bridge, and a mark. Her 
foggy recollections flood back to her as he reveals his own badge - 
the elusive diamond-shape. 


"The interlopers bear this mark. Your partner, and | are both of this 
ilk." He heaves. "Although we are of the same cloth, | hold no ill will 
towards her. | have grown too old to run. She will tire of it too, even if 
| must pass for her to see it." 


Prinn's shouting momentarily wrests her gaze from Xatu. Prinn 
narrowly avoids her partner's claws, sliding backwards, spewing out 
a string of bubbles from his beak as she chops through each of the 
soapy masses. The brilliant light on the smeargle's tail turns an 
intimidating purple. 


Watching the chaos unfold, she reaches into her cape and is 
interrupted. 


"Please," Xatu says. "| choose this." 


Her claws are already around a Reviver Seed. If she pulls this out, 
forces it down into his beak... 


"Please." 


The sounds of a battle continue. Prinn dodges, rolling off the bridge 
for one psychic force from the floating one catches his hand. The 


Smeargle shoots off a Shadow Ball only for it to travel straight 
through Mienshao like a breeze. 


Halcion swings her eyes back to the other thing in the room: the 
Time Gear. Still here. No one has been bold enough to take it. 


With the last of his strength, Xatu lays his wing upon her arm. She 
lets go of the Reviver Seed. 


She has always wanted to be the last person a criminal sees, but a 
criminal Xatu is not. What is she supposed to say? How does she 
comfort someone? She thinks about their only meeting. He warned 
her of someone terrible, someone which could drive a psychic to 
accept a fate like this. 


She grips his wing firmly, looking him into his widened eyes. 
"I'll send that dark thing back. I'll make her know your name." 
With his final breath, he laughs. 

"I've known." 

His wing becomes limp. She lets go. Xatu is gone. 


She relinquishes Xatu of his badge, taking the Interlopers' Mark into 
her own and makes a break for the Dungeon's treasure. Across the 
bridge, Mienshao - whoever she is - has caught up to the Smeargle. 
Purple flames and slashes lash out in a frenzy, yet he somehow 
keeps her at bay through a combination of barriers as well as quick 
thinking, allowing himself to be cornered while the floating one uses 
all his power to lift the boy back onto the bridge. No one here is 
focusing on the real prize. 


Halcion races onto the altar below the gear's shimmering wings. 
Without hesitation, she wraps both her hands around the metal, and 
rips out the temporal thing from its socket. 


CRACK! 


The floating lights shatter into a shower of red glass. An echo rings 
out from behind. She ducks just in time for a water bullet to graze 


her chest's scales. 
CRACK! 


A second shot puts an end to Mienshao's assault, knocking her off 
of the Smeargle as she was inches away from his neck. Before 
Mienshao recovers, a familiar pink foe locks her down - keeping his 
finger trained between her eyes. 


"Thanks." The Smeargle speaks. 


"Do keep an eye on her" He says, leaving Leon to keep his foot on 
her partner's back. He proceeds across the bridge. 


The second Prinn is brought onto his feet by the distant, psychic 
hands of the floating one, he decides to throw himself in front of the 
beanpole, blocking his path.. He is not quivering the slightest.. 


"You remember what | did to your hand!" Prinn squawks. "You step 
any closer, I'm gonna do it again, | swear!" 


"Hoo boy, thinking of yourself as some kind of hero now?" Louisa 
halts his approach, if only to humor him. "Settle down, Prinn. My 
quarrel is neither with you nor Halcion." 


Prinn, with nowhere to go, folds underneath Louisa's glare, letting 
him through the penguin-shaped checkpoint. He gives the body of 
Xatu a mournful look as he approaches Halcion, getting as close as 
she'll let him, stopping at the foot of the icy shrine. 


"Hal." 
"Louisa." 


"You're still in my debt." He looks at the gear, then nods in the 
direction of Xatu. "My condolences for your friend here." 


"| didn't know him much." She says, trying her best not to look the 
way of Xatu's lifeless body. The now crying psychic on the other 
side of the bridge is not much better of a sight. "Save your apologies 
for someone else. You owe me answers." 


"I'm aware. We'd best not talk of it here because this dungeon is not 
going to last for much longer without its gear." He raises his voice, 
making sure the stragglers behind him hear him well. "Hand me 
what you're owed, and we will depart." 


"The dungeon is going to vanish?" The quivering psychic musters 
their voice together. "What about my teacher? | can't leave-" 


"His body will be unharmed." Louisa says, his eyes stay locked on 
Halcion. "Take him with you or wait for this dungeon to fade, his 
body will show regardless. There is no time to dawdle." 


She sees the psychic try to pass the ridge, but Prinn stops them, 
saying something to them which causes them to reluctantly turn. He 
leads them out of the passage, Leon follows, while Halcion's so- 
called partner lies as a defeated lump on the floor. Louisa motions at 
the gear. This is what he wants, its just lucky he came in the nick of 
time to stop Mienshao-whoever she is. 


He reaches out, and she lets him relinquish the Time Gear from her 
possession 


He leads her across the bridge with his finger lording over 
Mienshao. Halcion grabs the culprit by her arm; ice cold, as always. 
Mienshao drags her feet in shame as they depart, leaving the 
dungeon to become Xatu's tomb. 


The wind has picked up during their absence. She can smell the 
clouds approaching. Snowfall is coming. 


As they leave the mouth of the dungeon, none of these three 
strangers are to be seen. Maybe they parted ways, are hiding 
somewhere else or the dungeon had spit them out at another exit - 
none of it concerns her. Prinn is in good company. The boy will keep 
his friends safe. 


Mienshao has not said anything since Halcion grabbed hold of her. 
When Halcion releases Mienshao she crawls across the snowy 
earth to the nearest tree, hiding herself in its shadow, shivering not 


from the chill. 


She has a lot to say to her, too much. Once she is done here she 
will have all the time in the world to pick out whatever was going 
through Mienshao's head at the time when she gutted the poor man. 
Who knows what will come of her after this? Whether she is stripped 
from her rank is up to the guild, not her. Halcion's focus is on water- 
type standing before her, tying his newly acquired time gear to a thin 
chain around his neck. He has two of them. The cravat barely hides 
his second one. 


Halcion circles around him such that he can keep both pokemon in 
her sight. Mienshao still looks strange. Her claws are too big, her 
snout is pronounced and fanged, and her eyes are a sickly yellow. 
She looks too big for her skin. 


"You have your gear now, you've got what you wanted." She sighs, 
trying not to stare at the thing. "This is not the first time you've shot 
at me." 


"The boy was not going to give up his friend's badge." He pats his 
clothes down, turning to her. "You remember me now, do you?" 


"It's hard to forget your smug face." 


"Forgive me for our last encounter." He ignores the last comment. "I 
had thought your memories were thoroughly wiped by whatever that 
infernal thing had done to you." 


The burn on her shoulder's scales have mostly healed, but the paint 
is still chipped off. What sort of wound induces nightmares? Is she 
cursed? She can still feel its sting. 


"Do you know what that thing is? Xatu, the old coot we left in there, 
he warned me about ‘'interlopers' who had this." She shows the late 
bird's badge. "My partner here had a badge just like this, and you 
tried shooting at the boy just to get one of these. That thing wore 
one of these, its badge was blue. They have to be important." 


He gives it a glance, then nods. 


"They are important. These badges are from an unknown guild, they 


possess the ability to track others of the same make. These 
interlopers - invaders - use these badges to find each other. | had 
wanted Braviary's badge to locate and defeat the thing which 
harmed you, or at least be aware of its position." 


Halcion looks at the metal thing, its green diamond glistens in the 
dead of night. Her partner is from that guild. Why would any explorer 
want one of their own gone? Was Mienshao pressured into action? 
lt matters not to Halcion. Mienshao still has hers. Louisa, no matter 
their differences, is a man to be trusted." 


"Take it." Halcion offers it to him. "Xatu was tired of running. If you 
want to take the shadow out, he'd want you to have it." 


He contemplates for a split moment, then takes the badge into his 
possession, clipping it to his mantle. Louisa glances at her, then at 
her partner. Mienshao still has it on her. 


"And your partner?" 


"It's up to my guild what they wanna do with her, provided | didn't 
happen to forget everything that happened here on the way back." 
Halcion flashes Mienshao a look. She has not moved, nor returned 
to normal. "| want both your help in getting rid of that thing.” 


The Black Knight has an adage: protect his kingdom from those not 
of this realm. Armies and kingdoms not of the Dusk Continent fall 
into such banners, so too do things not of her world. Her loyalty to 
his order stands over all. 


"My goal is to acquire the gears, Hal-" 


"| just gave you one, what more do you want? You want me to start 
finding them for you? I'm not going to risk my life for a treasure that's 
worthless to me." 


His eyes narrow. 
"Are you Calling these Time Gears worthless?" 


"| don't care for them, Louisa. Spare me the history lesson. Are you 
going to help me, or waste my time?" 


He looks on in silence, glancing between the fallen Mienshao and 
the Dragon-type. As he weighs his options, so does she. Halcion 
was thinking of leaving Mienshao - this interloper to rot in the cold to 
take after her target, she was replaying what she remembers of the 
quarrel with this shadow over and over again, trying to think of 
convoluted plans to eventually destroy it in combat. Being alone in 
her fight against it would be far from ideal. 


But they weren't the only fellows caught in contemplation. 


Like watching snow fall out of a tree, the image of a Meinshao peels 
away as a thin mist. There sits a pokemon with flowing white mane. 
She grips a small wound the water bolt has left on her. Old wounds 
and scars mark her body. Purple highlights in her mane twist and 
churn like ghostly worms. Her sickly, yellow eyes refuse to look her 
way. 


That's not Mienshao, she never was Mienshao. 


Suppose this is this stranger's way of lowering her guard, or 
revealing her hand. Halcion has shown her nonexistent desires for 
the gear, and Louisa has been the most truthful out of all of them. A 
silent understanding comes across the trio. 


Louisa glances at Halcion. 


"The first gear you found, tell me about the Lucario." 


Not a Mienshao 


// This was going to be much of the plot of the original part 2, if 
things feel rushed this chapter they sorta are. 


43 - Crossroads 


Chapter 43: 43 - Crossroads 


Hal tries to make sense of what has happened. Lucario takes care 
of Masters. 


Louisa disappears, vanishing before their eyes as snowflakes fall on 
his camouflaging skin. There is no sign of the others. They are 
alone. 


Halcion looks back at the thing he knew as Mienshao: this 
emaciated, vixen-like creature with long and snowy bangs. She 
stares off into the gray sky, averting her eyes in sullen shame. Is 
Mienshao just a ruse? Has she come to befriend someone's false 
identity, and of all the criminals why would she take the life of a 
harmless Xatu. Halcion steels herself; someone must be first to 
speak. 


"Mienshao." 


The creature at the foot of the tree flicks her ears. She glances at 
Halcion and turns away, sighing as a lick of purple flame leaves her 
mouth. 


"| won't be long for this world, Halcion. You're going down a road | 
can't follow. Leave me." 


"I'm not leaving you here. We're heading back to the-" 


"I'm turning my badge in, and resigning." She cuts her off. "You 
won't be able to find me again, and my daughter will be safe." 


"So you're gonna leave her behind?" Halcion fights the urge to raise 
her voice. "That thing you're scared of is still out there, you're not 


safe! 


The stranger stands up, and turns to face her former partner. Her 
yellow eyes glow with sickening intensity. 


"| was hired by her in exchange for me and my daughter's amnesty. 
You don't know the type of person she is. You got in her way and 
you should be thankful she let you walk. I've tried getting you to stop 
going after her, and you didn't listen. You never do." 


Halcion feels a deep sinking sensation in her stomach. Whoever this 
person is, she is absolutely right. 


"| can't stop you from hurting yourself, Halcion. | am not going to be 
here for this - end of story. | wish | had more things to say to you, 
but | know it's impossible to change your mind. I'm sorry." 


She turns around, the ends of her hair floating as if underwater. 
Having said her final farewell, begins walking away. As her partner 
leaves Halcion reaches out, and a pathetic warble escapes her. 


"Mienshao." 

She stops. 

"That's never been my name." 
"You're the one making a mistake." 


This gets her to turn around. Her eyes twist into a deep glare. 
Halcion does not let her get a word in. 


"I'm taking her down because | want to, and because | believe 
Zekrom would want his knights to do so. | know how she is. She will 
do anything for what she wants, and the only person you are helping 
right now is yourself!" 


"What about Eileen?" The stranger hisses. "What-" 


"Are you seriously putting her word against mine? She's already 
used your daughter against you before. Xatu was sick of running 
and you're gonna end up exactly like him." Halcion points straight to 


the badge pinning the stranger's garment. "You think that's going to 
protect you? Going to throw it away? Do you wanna live the rest of 
your life never knowing if she was coming for you?" 


"And don't you dare say you trust her more than me! Go ahead and 
run, become a loose end for her! But if you want peace after this 
then you're going to stick with me!" 


Halcion can no longer hear herself. She clenches her teeth, and 
locks eyes with her partner. Neither pokemon move. And slowly, she 
begins to watch the fight seep from the stranger's eyes, turning into 
this blank, despondent gaze. Once again they are at an utter 
standstill. 


Then, they hear a crunch. 


Both pokemon look towards the source: a light shining through the 
snow. The Smeargle from earlier appears from the snow carrying his 
glowing tail up over his head. Prinn is not with him. He gives the 
explorers an introductory nod, then looks straight at the Stranger. 
Has he been listening in? 


"| assume Mienshao is not your name." He states. "My name is 
Leon" 


The aforementioned pokemon stays silent. She looks like she's 
ready to give Leon the Xatu treatment. Halcion is on edge watching 
her. If she moves... 


"| overheard your conversation. Your daughter is at our guild, and no 
matter what you may think of us, what is happening concerns more 
than the scholars." In the face of a growling beast, he maintains a 
calm, factual tone. "You have it on my and Prinn's word that she will 
be safe." 


He extends a hand to her. She is too frozen to accept it. Leon nods 
and steps towards Halcion. Now close, he lowers his voice. 


"Prinn has done nothing but talk about you, says you are to be 
trusted. By extension, | have to trust Mienshao, even if she may 
have borrowed a few bottles from us." Leon whispers. "I don't know 


what has compelled your partner to do what she did. | have decided 
to stay out of this for the time being. Knowing the things | know 
about this, | can see where things are going and | don't have the 
strength for this kind of undertaking." 


The name Leon, as well as the general appearance of this Smeargle 
is all too vaguely familiar to her. Maybe she saw him whilst half- 
asleep? Probably. No matter the case he has the professionalism of 
a guildmaster with none of the eccentricities which make him a joy to 
be around. 


"Undertaking? You think things are going the way they did 
elsewhere, like across the Sea?" 


"| heard stories about it. If things are going to become disastrous, 
then | guess there isn't much we can do to stop it. This hunt is 
drawing out the worst in people, and | can't contend with those 
types. I'm a guardsman, not an explorer." 


"You don't need to tell me there's dangerous people out there. One 
of them's got eyes on Mienshao's daughter, which I'm guessing you 
heard." 


"Yes. She can reach me through Eileen. This is where my road ends 
and yours starts | suppose." 


He adjusts the strap of a bag he is wearing, then walks past her, the 
light of his tail leading his way through the frigid night. He waves 
farewell, fading into the snowfall. 

"May Winter be kind to you." 


Never has she met someone who sounded so certain of themselves. 
She can only imagine what her partner is making of this. Mienshao's 
qualms with the scholars run deep, deeper than Halcion has any 
right to pry about. 


A silence passes over them. Halcion draws in a deep breath. 
"Are you okay, Mien-" 


"It's Dexys." The Zoroark speaks. "I don't have much choice. Let's 


find a place to talk about this plan of yours, Hal." 


He would much rather they leave this town altogether, but this is not 
his choice to make. Masters is badly hurt, the multiple Night Slashes 
he took tore apart his ghostly body. He is holding on by a thread. 
Lucario, with nowhere else to turn, leads them backwards again. 


Upon catching him on the other side of the window, his steed 
gallops back to Lapis Town. The trio, reunited, race to a familiar 
tavern. The whole town, much to their surprise, is empty. Lucario's 
only guess is the townsfolk probably saw the fireworks going off at 
the guild then decided to rightfully lock their homes or leave for the 
night. At least no one is around to see him barge right into the Inn. 


Lucario snags a set of keys from the unoccupied counter and leads 
the Rapidash through the stairs, up to the first room his keys are to 
get open. Whiskey's glowing mane lights a room with a single bed 
and a foggy window in the back. 


Whiskey cranes his neck down, allowing Lucario to ease the 
unconscious body of Masters onto the sheets instantly staining them 
a gnarly purple. He looks towards the Rapidash as he squeezes 
through the door. 


"Are you able to do your magic-thing?” Lucario commands.. "We 
ain't got wine." 


Whiskey nods. His mane shines, and with a brief touch, he mends 
the worst of it. Masters, still a wreck, is at least breathing now. 
Lucario can finally take a breather. 


"He should be well, the rest he will need to mend on his own." The 
Rapidash turns to him. "Had | gotten to him sooner, Sire, thy friend-" 


"| didn't thank you for fishing us out of that place, consider us even." 


After taking a breath Luccario begins unpacking their things. Still 
unused orbs, bits and baubles - nothing useful. Lucario reaches over 
to Masters, unshackling his bandolier. In addition to the coins he 
keeps on him, he finds little other than the blue little creature which 


he keeps clipped to himself. He picks up the doll. 


It is cyan, otherwise it is the same exact creature whom he forced 
Lucario to purchase with his well earned coins. There is a little 
ribbon around its neck, but most curious of all are a set of darkly 
colored, floppy things which have been sewn on where the things' 
horns should be. They seem vaguely familiar in a sort of 
"embarrassing repressed memory" way. Lucario tosses it on 
Masters’ corpse. 


He slips off the rest of Masters’ things, bundles them together, then 
sets them aside on the nearest thing which is not the floor. Whiskey, 
being a large quadruped who can't quite sit in the comfy-looking 
chair in the corner, lies down on the carpet. 


“Tis not as accommodating as below, but | don't believe | was 
meant to squeeze up those stairs." Whiskey remarks. "I will keep 
Masters accompanied, if thy wish." 


"Do that. | don't want him to be alone while | go scrounging." Lucario 
moves up to the window, and peers out into the snow-covered 
roads. Still nobody. "Do you know what time it is? Where is 
everyone?" 


"| wish | could say, sire." Whiskey gives an expected answer. "| 
presume the ruckus from the Society scared some folks. Even if 
shops are supposed to be open at this hour, | doubt they are now." 


"Oh great.” Lucario pulls the curtains. "You think the idiot who runs 
this place is gonna care about us borrowing a room?" 


"| highly doubt, not unless the Explorer here has memorized you as 
the one who stole their Time Gear. | still advise that we depart at the 
earliest opportunity. The Society is sure to be wary of any suspicious 
fellows." 


"I'm aware that staying here's a bad idea." Lucario grunts. "I'm going 
downstairs. Inns have wine sitting somewhere. You stay here and-" 


"Don't. " 


Masters' mane suddenly ignites. Masters stirs to life, reaching out 


towards the sound of Lucario's voice, wheezing desperately. 
"Downstairs... don't..." 


Before Lucario can possibly lend the sleeptalker his ear, Masters' 
mane sputters out and he crumbles back into the bed. The others in 
the room are left speechless. What happened? What is he going on 
about? A sudden sense of dread stews within Lucario, which rather 
than face it, he opens the door and looks to his steed. 


"Tell me if he does that again." Lucario says. "I don't like it." 


The Knight nods and Lucario steps out into the empty hall, shutting 
the door behind him. He listens for a moment, getting a lay of his 
surroundings. Not a sound. His curiosity gets the better of him as he 
goes over to knock on the adjacent room. 


Again, nothing. 


Either his timing is impeccable or there actually is an evacuation 
order. If in the case of the latter, he can't stay here very long. 
There's gotta be wine downstairs. Once Masters is on his feet they 
will be right on out of here. 


He moves to the top of the stairs, the carpet muffling his footsteps, 
and peers down into the inn. The dread sticks with him. Is there 
something down there? Did the Scream tell Masters' something? 
The more he dawdles the more he wants to turn back around. 


Lucario shoves the feelings aside. 


Downstairs the large cobbled fireplace is dead cold. The door to the 
tavern is closed, and an odd chill lingers in the air. His gaze scours 
the inn. Who he sees behind the counter sends a shiver down his 
spine. 


She is here. Hovering at the counter with a bottle of something is an 
all too familiar spectre, staring, waiting for her Lucario. The Phantom 
smiles, making no attempt to hide her fangs, and pats a stool next to 
her. 


Lucario sighs. When he sits himself down she slides the bottle 


towards him. Colbur Wine. How did she... 


"Before you voice your suspicions about my being here, know that | 
am still on the hunt for those precious things. Leveraging my 
connections with these explorers, | have learnt of one such artifact 
housed in the fort up above." The phantom puts two of her wisps 
together as if clasping fingers. "I thought of taking a tour, however it 
seems someone has beaten me to it." 


"The Colbur is a gift from Abra. As your liege, | assured him it would 
find its way to you." 


Liege . She sounds like Whiskey. He knew she was old fashioned 
but even this was beginning to be a bit much. The silk tying the gear 
to him feels tighter than ever. 


"Tell him | said thanks." 


He swipes the Colbur from the table, uncorking it, and he takes a 
sip. It tastes sweeter than expected. Perhaps it is from a batch after 
the time gear was taken from the place. Being rewarded for helping 
out Abra makes him feel all fuzzy on the inside, a feeling which 
quickly subsides upon remembering the ghost is here. 


"| shall." Her smile remains. "| presume you are here for the very 
same thing?" 


"Yeah, and | found it." He answers. "The guild's gone up in flames. 
Some guy | knew torched the entire guild to try and get me and ''M. | 
made out like a bandit. Did you want it?" 


Why did he just tell her that? 


"Of course | do, but | shan't make myself a target." She chuckles. 
"Keep the Time Gear. It will serve you better in your hands than 
having it waste among my valuables. | only require them when they 
are fully collected." 


And for what? He still has no idea. Thousands of questions continue 
to badger Lucario's mind. All he can do is nod along, sipping from 
the bottle she has generously bequeathed him. 


"What's your plan with these things?" He speaks between gulps of 
alcohol. "Gonna try to become a deity or whatever, be the strongest, 
or get yourself infinite wealth? You said the wish wasn't super 
powertul, so..." 


"My machinations do not concern thee" She assures in the least- 
assuring voice known to this world. "| am not above the wants of 
fortune or might, but my intention for the Time Gears are neither of 
those." 


Another not-answer. Asking the same thing over and over will not 
make her budge, he needs something else. 


"Then what about some actual introductions? My name's Rei." 


"Call me whatever you please. Mismagius is my species, use it as a 
name if you must." 


"Okay Miss Mismagius." Lucario pulls down on his cape to reveal 
the Gear tied around his neck. The ghostly fabric still binds it to 
him."Whatever you are, | don't think you're a Mismagius. As a matter 
of fact, | have it in good word you are not who you seem." 


This catches her attention. She looks at him, grinning dubiously. 


"If you're shy you're shy. If you're in some disguise then | can't 
exactly punch it off of you - ghost typing and all. You're something 
alot more scary than you let on, and whatever you are you put your 
mark on me to tell every other big guy that you own me." Lucario 
covers the gear back up. "| met a Legendary. They said they didn't 
want to touch this thing because of you, so | take it you're not some 
ordinary ghost. Right?" 


"You're very intuitive, my Rei." She laughs in the face of his 
suspicions. Mismagius then flicks a hand, and a purple ember drifts 
from her wisp towards the fireplace, setting it alight with Mystical 
Fire. "Then allow me to be more forthcoming with you. | had not only 
come for the gear, but also that | might see you and witness your 
progress." 


"| have my doubts about you, but | am pleased how far you've come 


in little time." The purple fire lights her smiling visage. "Take no 
offense of course." 


"None taken, missy." 


"How witful." She holds back a chuckle. "You are indeed correct. | 
am not who | seem. | ask you to keep this knowledge to yourself; 
guises exist for a reason." 


"And as it would seem exploration of local guilds has not been 
without fruit. You've acquired a gear. Now | can return to my 
mundane duties. If you have a favour, do ask. You have earned it." 


She's being honest, at least she sounds more honest than her usual 
mocking self. Being in her good graces is a blessing in disguise, he 
has no idea if he should be scared or in awe of her. No matter the 
case, Lucario already knows what he wants from her. 


"| need a Mega Stone." 


Her endearing mask quickly fades. She reaches out, taking his chin 
into her hands, cradling his face like one coddles a fearful hatchling. 
Her eyes narrow. He swears he can see her smile start to stretch 
beyond her face. 


"If you are determined to meddle with such powers then | bequeath 
a warning: you, Rei, are of a meddlesome sort. No matter how far 
you may distance yourself we all face the consequences of our 
misdeeds." 


"It will attempt to destroy you, and | believe it will take you. With the 
toll you carry, are you still determined to seek this power?" 


There was a time to back out, and it was weeks ago. For Masters’ 
sake, his own and the Phantom's, he will find these gears. If not for 
power, then just to say that he did it. He wants the curtains to close 
having done something with his time. He didn't expect her to stir up 
these fatalistic feelings in him yet alone show up in the first place; 
Mismagius plays hard to predict. 


Lucario's hands meet her appendages, holding the fabric fingers 
around his face. He takes a deep breath. 


"You already know what I'm going to say." 


Her eyes narrow, staring into his ruby eyes. He looks back, trying to 
stay still and determined. The phantom leans in, whispering. 


"Then | will deliver what you seek, my Champion." 


Her body deteriorates. Her robes, her hat, her whole body fades into 
a cloud of mist. Her eyes are last to disappear, and for a split 
second he feels something else holding him. 


Razor sharp elongated claws, three in each hand holding him like a 
precious little wonder orb. 


44 - Before the Road Ahead 


Chapter 44: 44 - Before the Road Ahead 


Honchkrow continues looking into some things. Hal and Dexys take 
a break. Probably the gayest chapter in this entire fic. Art at the end 
is from an old version of part 2. 


Also, ps: | re-reedited chapters 1-18 if you wanna re-read those. 


"Haven't you been told not to meddle with your Boss' things?" 


Honchkrow sinks into his cushion. The floating, mechanical-looking 
creature hovers over his shoulders like a doting mother, and his 
boss lounges by the fire. In the Noivern's wing claws is a 
magnificent, golden feather. It is neither shiny, reflective, or burning 
like a talonflame's. It is glowing unlike anything he has ever seen, 
and just another weird artifact Noivern keeps in her personal 
collection. 


"Madam, with all due respect | am a criminal." Honchkrow answers. 


Noivern laughs. She sets the mystery quill on a stand, keeping it in 
place with a half-empty bottle. Her smile fades. 


"Honchkrow. | won't repeat how your family is valuable to me, but 
your leadership is just as important. You are a help | appreciate 
having, but | can operate without you. What are you trying to do by 
going through my things? You're only making me dislike you." 


"| can't see your records. | wanted to see where you got the coin for 
all of this." Honchkrow motions towards the window, where 
extravagant lights illuminate the tents below. "Nothing in your own 
collection isn't missing, you obviously didn't run an auction because | 
would've heard of it, and you don't strike me as the type of lady who 


is this forward thinking. How long has this been on your calendar?" 


"Forever, no given date." The feather temporarily blinds them as 
Noivern steals a sip from the bottle, wetting her fangs with red. "I 
save a percentage of what | earn in case anything catches my gaze, 
and as you should know well, | spare no expense. If | have to hire 
dozens of explorers to get what | want, | will." 


"| heard stories that there could be an opposite to the Grass 
Continent's Time Gears. | found out they were real at the same time 
as you. | could have hired a bunch of explorers or even your Krows 
to look for them. With a bounty however, | would have infinite 
helpers on my hand. | sent some letters out to the other Continents 
and ta-da!" 


She holds a wing up to her chest, grinning with pride. 

"Do you expect me not to have the money, hmm? | always do." 
"Then how did you learn about these gears?" 

"Oh, pardon?" Noivern raises an eyebrow at him. 


"That feather's unlike any I've seen. It ain't Winter's, Summer's 
feathers would have burned down your office by now. | have ears all 
over this continent and beyond, and there is nothing out there which 
matches yours, not even the rainbow one that dive in Calico has 
matches it." He can feel the metal things' eyes on him as he 
confronts his boss. "There is no mention of these black time gears 
anywhere, not even the people who had experience with these 
things know. But there's a type of person out there who would 
know." 


"User?" The being from above calls to Noivern in a cold tone. 
"No." She waves at Honchkrow. "Do continue, Honchkrow." 
Scare aside, the bird nods. 


"Winter, Summer, Dialga - even Zekrom if he was around - would 
know about the existence of these things. If | were them, it'd keep 
the secret to myself, especially after the Grass Continent mess. The 


idea about hunting these down didn't just come to you, someone 
had to have told you." 


Honchkrow points to the feather. The golden light is intense enough 
to shine through the opaque bottle. 


"| wanna know who did it. Which big man came down from the sky 
to tell you to look for them?" 


She looks blindsided. Noivern blinks, giving him a despondent look 
as she sneaks in another sip from her bottle. She motions at the 
creature behind him, then towards the door. 


"You can go now, Honchkrow." 


He has no room to meddle or fuss. He gets out of his chair, content 
with the outcome. The floating thing guides him to the office's doors 
as his boss gives him a parting word. 


"Remember what | told you last meeting." 


The blue and white thing opens the door, and lays a cold, floating 
appendage on Honchkrow's shoulder. With a gentle push, he shoos 
Honchkrow outside, and the huge doors close behind him with a 
dense thud. He hears the deadbolt turning. They really don't want 
him back in there. 


What now? He is in deep. If his Boss is wise she is behind this door 
right now thinking of ways to keep an eye on him. What is so 
secretive? Why does she want the Gears? Is it for their power? His 
suspicions have to be true: a powerful person has their fingers in 
this bounty and the boss is playing part in it. If he continues to look 
for these gears she is going to do something about it. 


He has a choice: look for the gear to find out how deep this mess 
truly is, or stay in his comfortable position. Uncover what may be a 
threat to his family, or continue to live in nerve-wracking uncertainty. 
If he goes, he goes without his Krows. Flaskk can take up his empty 
seat and keep their jobs running. Ordinarily this would be Rei, but 
these are strange circumstances. 


Honchkrow looks across the foyer. This familiar place feels alien to 


him. He hardly recognizes the Gothitelle at the desk, and then 
there's... this new face. 


Sitting in the cushion where guests typically dwell is a bird two anda 
half folds taller than him. The Braviary wears a ragged poncho which 
hides his wings, and his ruined crest has the hallmarks of someone 
who wears hats for too long. He is wearing a familiar-feeling badge. 


He turns his head towards Honchkrow, locking eyes with him.. He 
does not blink, he says nothing. His eyes are like two pinholes in the 
dark. It is unnatural. 


A strong compulsion comes out of nowhere. Get out. Honchkrow 
turns around and moves upstairs to his office, all the while he feels 
the Braviary's gaze following till there is several feet of stone 
between them. 


What was that? What is wrong with his boss? Just more reasons to 
leave this place for good. Honchkrow pushes through rooms of 
sleeping and working Krows to his little walled off corner of the post. 
Inside, thank goodness, is a small pile of letters left on his desk. Lit 
by candlelight, he reads a note scribbled onto one of them. 


Dug through everything. | think this is what you're looking for - F 


With a moment to catch his breath, Honchkrow looks through the 
opened letters. Soapstone Swamp, Basalt Lake, Calcite Pond, Lapis 
Town. This is all mail from places with water where there are reports 
of temporal strangeness, or in the case of Lapis Town: where the 
explorers there have actually gotten their hands on one and 
mistakenly told their others through Mail. 


Soapstone Swamp supposedly had all their peoples fall asleep 
simultaneously upon its discovery and wake up just this week. 
Basalt Lake is beneath the mountain which is its namesake where 
some fire-types failed to get it. Calcite Pond's just the official name 
for the Colour Berry Farm. This leaves the last letter from an orb 
prospector to his family. 


Quartz Canyon, an isolated place where the southern lands meet 
the frigid north. Dungeon land, with little of value save for the gems 


which grow between the pillars of basalt. 


Honchkrow fetches a map from his desk. He takes the letters to the 
candle, burning them till signed bits of paper remain, throwing it into 
a bin where it belongs. He takes with him the money he can fit into 
his pockets, then leaves his office. Downstairs, the Braviary is 
nowhere to be seen, and Gothitelle gives him a passing nod as he 
parts from the Mail for the final time. 


He finds the gear, then... well, he will know when he gets there. His 
boys are safe without their head honcho painting a constant target 
on them. Come Bisharp or other inspiring thieves, he is going to get 
to the bottom of this. 


Well, where else is she going to stop? Unless she wants to wander 
into a dungeon hoping to stumble onto a friendly settlement, there is 
only place to be in this inhospitable north and it is Lapis Town. Much 
to the dismay of Halcion's friend, Dexys, who seems to not be one 
for crowds of any kind, this is the one place to go. Who would have 
guessed the person who hides behind an illusionary mask would be 
such a social stranger? 


Mienshao, whom she insists on being called while in this disguise, 
trails alongside her taller companion. Seemingly able to make 
changes to herself at will, she has removed the badge from her 
appearance, or it's now invisible somehow. Looking at her now 
doesn't feel right. She can see the creature's white-gray fur hiding 
underneath it. Her disguises' skin seems translucent to a small 
extent. 


They have been quiet for most of the walk here. Halcion groans. 
"Hey, Mienshao." Halcion says her name a bit slowly. 

She glances at her, waiting. 

"You know, since you told me your secret your-" 


"| Know." Dexys cuts her off. "It's intentional. You know my secret, so 
you see it differently.” 


"And just how does that work?" Halcion raises an eyebrow. 


And she gets nothing, not even a shrug from her maned companion. 
The answer is simple: it simply works this way, so shut up. She is 
not given much time to groan about it because up ahead they see 
the glow of Lapis Town's snowy streets, the glow of lanterns 
bouncing off the snow like a white mirror. A couple of pokemon are 
about, dragging sleighs to and fro, much of the things in town 
draped with the lavish blue fabric of their guil-, sorry, "society". 


Even in her head Halcion says it with a snot-nosed voice. 


They wander through, Halcion leaving heavy tracks in the snow, and 
her companion planting off-looking claw marks. She scans the town 
until she finds a two-story place resembling lodging. She barely 
makes out "Inn" on the sign outside, half of the sign has frozen over. 
She invites herself inside, storming through the door to see the blue, 
chunky fellow running the place. 


"You open?" Halcion says to them. 
They look up from their desk. 
"The door wasn't locked. We are open." 


Halcion squints her eyes at the wall behind them. To her dismay, it 
is practically blank save for a couple cute sewn together 
decorations. 


"Where's the drinks?" Halcion grumbles. 


The worker's exhaustion comes out full swing as the Croconaw 
sighs. He points to whence they came. 


"Go to the dive at the other end, they serve their stuff cold, you can 
get a bed if you don't mind sleeping on sn-" 


Halcion slams the door. She turns around as Dexys folds her arms. 
"| thought we were looking for a place to stay, Hal." 


"| didn't like the guy." Halcion huffs, already heading the way of this 


dive. "What's an Inn without drinks anyways? What are we, 
hatchlings?" 


"You act the part sometimes." 
"Not a// the time." 


Down at the other end of the road is exactly the kind of place 
Halcion likes, a hole in the ground which at some point looks to have 
been burned to cinders. The sign outside isn't frosted over, and 
reads "Big Bergmite Bar and Bed" with the wall graffitied "we serve 
drinks COLD". Not exactly a fan of cold things given her typing and 
all that, Halcion is happy to try new things if it means drinking what 
just happened away. 


"| thought you may have concerns about drinking after what was 
done to you." Dexys says, peering past the dragon's giant shoulders 
into the place below. "Did | get you hooked by accident?" 


"You're acting like you don't chug Enigma Wine." Halcion chuckles. 
"Come on." 


The stairs to below are not much stairs as they are a slippery slope 
of slush, which thankfully there are railings to keep her from 
becoming a Haxorus-shaped shed. The place is well, certifiably icy. 
Lapis Town is frozen all year round and they make no effort to keep 
this place warm. The lights in here are behind pointy, triangular 
sheets of nevermeltice. The bar is in the back, and the booths made 
from eye all surround the middle of the bar which is a pool of powder 
snow with lounges fashioned from the white earth. 


Everyone here, if they are not an ice type like the chunky bergmite 
behind the counter, have some kind of innate immunity to the cold. A 
burly Samurott sits in the snow sipping from a bottle. A big old 
Cawdaunt sits near the bar, and little Sneasel in a hat sits as close 
as possible to the bar without ever leaving her snowpit. She wears a 
hat, and waves at the duo as they step inside. She looks familiar. 


Her attention shoots to the big bergmite, whose yellow eyes look 
their way the second they step inside. 


"Ah, a dragon! Never see you fellows much in these parts." The 
iceberg says in an accented voice. The crawdaunt next to it gives 
her a smirk, otherwise none of these drunken fellows care. "A 
Mienshao too? Come right in!" 


Dexys gives the thing a nervous wave, and Halcion leads her all the 
way to the ice bar. Behind the blue, cold furnishing are cabinets 
upon cabinets of wine, stowed with hunks of ice while metal goblets, 
wooden cups and whole buckets hang over their heads. The sign 
outside is not a lie, they sure serve things cold. 


Halcion reaches into her cowl, pulling out her purse and letting the 
coins roll out into the counter. The bergmite looks at the coin with 
wide eyes. 


"Give us the best drinks you got, and a room for me and her." 
Halcion looks towards another slope in the room, this one leading up 
to where rooms usually are. "We had a long day her and I, and we 
really, really want to forget some stuff." 


"Understandable." 


It wiggles its icy, triangular beak forward and slides the coins behind 
the counter. Poor thing probably wishes it had hands. Nevertheless 
it slides around, turning its attention to the cabinets. 


"Flavors? Preferred brews?" 


"You have Pinap?" Halcion leans against the bar. "I like regretting 
that | ever drank." 


"Spicy and Sour, we got Pinap.” Bergmite turns its beak towards 
Dexys. "And you, miss?" 


"Enigma, if it is available." 


"Ah, and fortunately we do! An Aromatisse has come through with a 
new shipment" It looks down towards where the coin once was. "| 
would mention the price, but you seem well aware." 


The bergmite wriggles behind the counter, fetching both with its 
beak. As it turns back, the Cawdaunt in the table reaches above its 


head, grabbing a bucket, scooping it full of snow, and sliding it onto 
the counter for Bergmite to slot the two bottles into. Ice cold, exactly 
like the sign says. 


"Enjoy yourselves." Bergmite says, nudging the bucket forward. "I'll 
let them know to get your room ready, unless you..." 


Halcion looks at Dexys, grabbing the bucket. She eyes the bar, then 
sighs. 


"| want our room first, thanks." 


The Bergmite looks behind the counter at something. The water- 
type leans over, and plucks whatever he is pointing at, throwing 
Halcion a key which is marked 1-B. 


"This one's got a bed." Bergmite smiles, as if a bed is something to 
be prideful of. "If you need any more drinks, do ask." 


She has no idea how much she has given the guy, but if it is enough 
to warrant free drinks, then it must have been a pretty coin. It is not 
like she spends it on much else. Getting a good place for her partner 
is worth any price, especially after what she has been through. 


With the key in hand, she carefully climbs the slippery stairs to their 
room. Unlocking the respective door they find themselves in the 
nicest little place a dive like this can offer. Complete with a fairly 
large bed and a miniature bar in the corner, it is much better than 
the stuffy little inn from before, albeit it is most surely colder. 


Halcion slams the bucket of brews on the bar with a clink. She takes 
hers, and throws Dexys the other. Dexys immediately uncorks it with 
her claws as if she has done this thousands of times before, and 
starts chugging before Halcion can even open hers. 


"Uh..." 


Dexys ignores her gawking. She kicks her head back and guns 
down the first third of the bottle in mere seconds. Halcion is only 
able to get her first sip in the time it takes for her partner to devour 
the wine. 


"What?" The fake Mienshao sits at the edge of the bed. "You know | 
drink." 


"| Know you do, | didn't think you..." Halcion shuts her mouth before 
she spits another word, taking a gulp and sitting herself right next to 
her. The bed creaks under her weight. "I don't remember the last 
time we drank together." 


"It was after you evolved." Dexys answers. 


"Right. | thought | was invincible, you sure showed me." Halcion 
smirks. "| remember trying to use you as a crutch and you just let 
me fall flat on my face. | blacked out right after. Why didn't you ever 
let me-" 


"Is the door locked?" Dexys cuts her short 


They both look towards the door. The deadbolt is turned, thank 
goodness for muscle memory. Dexys immediately breathes a sigh of 
relief, and the mask of a Mienshao peels away instantly, revealing 
the Zoroark beneath it. Free at last, she gives her long arms a 
stretch before chugging down another gulp of cool Enigma Wine. 
She is going through it at a blistering pace. 


"| didn't know if | could trust anyone." The Zoroark continues. "It 
scared me. | trust you with alot of things, but my identity was 
something | only told..." 


Her husband . Halcion nods. 


"Yeah that shadowy girl or whatever is pretty scary, | don't blame 
you for hiding, though I'm still pretty upset you never let me hug you 
unless | was blacked out drunk." She can feel the liquor swirling in 
her head. Halcion's judgment is clouded, and she sure does not 
care. "You got me now, protect you now, she's gonna have to go 
through me before she gets you." 


"Well, you are a bigger target." 


Both of them burst right into drunken laughter. She never hears 
Dexys laugh, and her laughter sounds like a sinister wheeze. She is 
some kind of monstrous thing in disguise, so of course she sounds 


weird, but hearing her laughing after what they have been through is 
so much better than her being mopey and silent for hours on her. 


Halcion catches her breath. Whether it is the wine telling her or 
something else, she turns towards Zoroark and takes on a different 
tone. 


"Can | tell you something, Mienshao?" 
"Dexys." The Zoroark reminds her. "Continue." 
"Well, Dexys. Did | ever tell you about my family?" 


The look of confusion on the illusion fox's face says everything. No, 
Halcion has never been drunk enough to talk about this thing. 


"My brother - Zekrom pardon him - is this helpless dude. Dad really 
beat the idea in his head that he had to continue the lineage, me not 
so much. Dave, my brother, was so desperate to score someone he 
actually paid to go around and ask the girls of our town what they 
thought of him, you know, ease them up for him to sweep in." 


"He was a dumb teen, me less so. Maybe it was me still being big 
and scary back then, or actually indistinguishable from a dude, but | 
swear the girls | tried to introduce my brother to totally didn't care for 
him. They would talk to me for hours, then when he comes in, it's 
like he has an illness or something. They used to just leave him!" 


The Zoroark has nothing snide to say. She folds her arms, obviously 
she knows where this is going. 


"| think they just liked being around me more, and | liked having 
them around." A nervous laugh escapes Halcion. "One day there 
was this pretty one Dave was trying to get, real regal looking, a 
Dragonair she was. | gave her the spiel, told her why my brother 
was so obsessed, and she just laughed." 


"She said | was cute doing this for her. She gave me a kiss on the 
cheek, and-." 


"| Know already, Halcion." 


Dexys knocks the wind right out of her in a fell swoop. She would 
have spit out her drink if she had taken a gulp. And instead of facing 
the music right away, Halcion immediately drowns out any nervous 
thoughts with the sour-spice of Pinap Wine. Of course her partner 
knows, who else would? 


"How did-" Halcion shudders, shaking her head. "Nevermind. It was 
pretty obvious, I'm drunk." 


"It's the way you act, Hal." The Zoroark does her best to keep a 
straight face, twiddling with a lock from her mane as she speaks. "| 
don't know how else to describe how | know without going into 
everything you do." 


"Yeah, yeah, spare me the lecture." 


An intense anxiety starts to replace the liquid courage running 
through her body. Halcion's chest rises and falls as she exhales a 
deep breath. She licks the wine off her lips. 


Better now rather than never, she tells herself. Who knows what 
comes later? She wants her partner to feel safe after what she has 
been through. She has too many things to ask about who she is, 
where she comes from. Choosing to drink instead of interrogating 
each other over their chaotic day may have been the thing which 
saved their relationship. 


"Hal?" 


Dexys caught her staring off at nothing. Time has stopped making 
sense to her drunken self a bit ago, she could have been looking 
dumb-eyed at the floor for minutes. She glances at the Zoroark next 
to her. 


She's gorgeous. Her hair is this beautiful shade of white. Despite 
how lived and scarred she looks, she has this ethereal feeling about 
her. Halcion reaches out. 


For once, she lets her hold her. Her fur is coarse and cold. She 
holds the fox's head in her claws and stares into her eyes. 


"Since | heard what happened to you, I've always wanted to protect 


you Dexys. You deserve the best. Even if | hurt myself training so 
much, | only wanna be good enough to keep you safe." 


Dexys looks away for a split moment, trying to unravel what exactly 
is happening right now. The Zoroark's voice turns into a whisper. 


"You don't hide it well. You really do give off this impression." 
Halcion is too weak to laugh. 


"The Knight would want me to keep you safe from the dangers of 
the outside world. You're not from here, and that's fine, you're better 
than those outsiders will ever be. So please, let me protect you. You 
can even call me your knight if..." 


"Oh hush." Dexys musters up a laugh, leaning closer into Halcion's 
hands. "Are you really going to bring chivalry into this?" 


Not anymore, she tells herself. 


And at that moment, holding her partner close, she feels the 
Zoroark's cold claws wreath around her shoulders. Halcion leans in, 
shuts her eyes, and plants a kiss on her snout. Dexys drags her 
close to her, and... 


Halcion blacks out. 


Dexys by Digivolvar 
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45 - Patriarch Part One 


Chapter 45: 45 - Patriarch Part One 


Halcion gets some help. Honchkrow receives the opposite. 


Halcion's hands are on the handle to the door waiting for her partner 
to slide on her illusionary guise as well as her not so illusionary 
garments. She looks over to her partner, catching a half-snarl, half 
smile from under the Mienshao mask. 


"Say anything about last night." 


"Yeah, yeah." Halcion rolls her eyes. "Whatever pleases you, 
misses." 


"| have an act to keep up, you don't." Dexys briefly scans their room. 
There are two empty bottles strewn on the bed. "You didn't even get 
into your plans last night, but you obviously have other things on 
mind." 


Halcion nods. Of course she did. What she is not telling her is this 
plan may as well not exist. Where they go after this depends on the 
fickleness of this little trinket of hers. They are lost out here. Going 
back to the guild for help is out of the question, not until her partner 
feels safe in showing her face there again. 


"Does your badge work? Your other one..." 


Dexys taps the metal hidden by her disguise. The central diamond 
swivels around. She sighs. 


"Unfortunately." Her eyes narrow in on Halcion. "We're not going for 
her immediately, are we? Not even you're that brash." 


"The way | see my plan there are two roads." Halcion steps away 
from the thin wooden door, lowering her voice by the slightest 
degree. "When she attacked me she took a gear from me. She 
obviously wants them, and after using one myself | can safely say 
whatever magic things they do. If we can get one it'll help in taking 
her out. This is road one." 


"Road two: we use your badge to shadow another outsider like you. 
We can make ourselves known to them or just wait for her to take 
the bait being the loose end she takes out next. Worse that can 
happen is that she uses the gear to track us as we catch up with the 
other guy and we fight her three on one. | can't imagine she is 
popular back in your home." 


Dexys pauses, sighing. 


"Infamous, yes. Effecient. We had no quarrel with her when | was 
still home, it was leaving and doing things outside of her position 
which she turned on me." She recalls, pacing herself. "She knew 
who | was because of my badge. She found me when we first got 
here, and she made it fairly clear to me | can either cooperate with 
her or become one of her loose ends. | chose the former." 


"| didn't want to, I-" 


Halcion reaches out, and stops inches from grabbing her by the 
shoulders. She holds out her hand, simply shushing her partner. 


"Don't explain yourself to me." The Haxorus turns around, unlocking 
the door. "Are you okay to go?" 


Her partner nods. 


Halcion opens the door. She makes one step out in the hall, and 
seeing what she sees on a chair makes her scowl. Prinn is there, 
kicking his feet. How long has he... nevermind. She downright 
hisses at him. 


"Prinn!" 


He jerks to life, almost tumbling out of his chair down into the bar 
below. The Prinplup stares at him with bulging, fearful eyes as he 


tugs at his cravat like it's a rope. His beak moves, awful sounds 
croak out. 


"H-Hall! I-l ahh... uh!" 


"How long have you been waiting there? Have you followed us?" 
Halcion is bitter more than usual for reasons the boy should 
obviously not know. "Stop making those stupid sounds and answer 
me!" 


"Uh... ! No! | just... got here earlier!" He stammers out. "It was so 
early, | was tired from walking, | just fell asleep. | went looking 
everywhere for you guys after | left Leon!" 


He left Leon? A memory rears its face. Did he seriously think her 
little joke last time was her telling him to turn coat? She is fuming. 
Not at him, but for thinking she can joke about this to a kid. 


"Oh don't tell me." Halcion grumbles, approaching the water-type by 
the stair as non-threateningly and tiredly as she can. "You're leaving 
your guild to join mine?" 


"N-No!" He stutters. "| uh... wanted to help you guys, yeah!" 


There is more to this, obviously. Types as wide-eyed as Prinn are 
not known to be liars. Halcion looks back at her partner. The Zoroark 
smirks underneath her expressionless, fighting-type guise. If she is 
okay with it, then. 


"You saw what happened back there, and you're still wanting to join 
us? Do you have a reason? This is getting dangerous. We aren't 
exactly going on an adventure here." The following words she says 
in the nicest tone possible. "I don't want extra baggage." 


"| don't want to be. I..." He clears his throat, finally kicking his feet off 
the chair. "| have some theories, okay, things | wanna find out. The 
Gear, The Dungeons, something happened a while ago that relates 
to a lot of things. | need to know. And I-I've been training too, | can 
hold my own! And..." 


He waves past Halcion to her partner, then taps his chest where 
Dexy's rotating badge would be. She nods back. 


"| know how her badge works. | Know maps, | know maths, | can get 
us to a gear quickly if you let me help you. Once | figure this thing 
out, | can leave. Is that okay?" 


He sounds like he is this gear thing from a completely unique angle. 
He is no protector, he most certainly is not a mischievous pokemon 
with plans unbeknownst to them or a Lucario craving fortune. Prinn 
wants answers. He really sounds like a scholar like the nerds in 
Scoria Town claim themselves to be. 


What can be so important? They have time to discuss this when 
they are going. Hal has already spoken her spiel. It is up to her 
partner if she wants this boy along, and it seems she has made her 
mind, motioning towards the stair in silence. Of course she wants 
him along: a friend of her daughter is worthy of her protection. 


Giving in, Halcion growls and trudges her way down the stairs. 
Following behind, her partner beckons Prinn along. She hears her 
whisper. 


"| do not coddle, understand?" 


The boy stays quiet as they head downstairs. The Crawdaunt is 
manning the bar, and his sunken-looking eyes watch them 
approach. Halcion motions at the cabinets. 


"Aspear for the road.” She asks. 


The water type turns around, pulls a bottle from the cabinet, and 
tosses it into the Haxorus' arms. On the house for having dropped a 
bounty's worth of coins on their plate. 


Halcion has no idea how broke she is right now, nor is she one to 
care. Bottle in hand, she climbs out of the pit in the ground, the cool 
morning moonlight hitting their faces. 


Dark Season, she never gets used to it. 


At this point, Prinn finally speaks up, rolling out a map from his 
carrying tube into his flippers. Well, maps really. One is a fairly 
standard map one can buy of the Dusk Continent: one side the frigid 
north, the other the not nearly as chilly green south. The other map 


is this secondary, not nearly as expensive looking piece of paper he 
has drawn all manner of mountains, streams and notes on. There 
are numbers here, mathematics, a lot of it references the position of 
the moon. 


This boy knows what he is doing. And if he is this good, then those 
nerds have been missing out. 


"Can you hand in your badge?" Prinn looks up from his map to 
Dexys. "We'll see who it pings. And | can start-" 


Her partner digs into her disguise's body and throws out the badge. 
Prinn catches it, holding it close to him as he brandishes a charcoal 
pen. They watch him perform acts of wizardry. After a few silent 
moments, he catches everyone by surprise. 


"South." He quivers with fear. "T-There's two badges down there, 
and they're going to the same place." 


The rain is so light it may as well be mist, but it has been constant 
enough through the day to weigh Honchkrow's feathers down. His 
ingenious plan of flying the way the Murkrow goes has turned into a 
long slog of a journey, traipsing through woods which thin with every 
step to the u-shaped mounds in the fog. 


He needs to follow the stream, he tells himself, follow the stream to 
the canyon then find your way to the gear that may be hiding there. 
It is most certainly under a body of water, if not, he will try its 
dungeon. It is a place for prospectors after all - people who eke out 
a living as suppliers for those who peddle exploration wares. He 
may not be an explorer, however, he is determined enough to fight 
through a dungeon if need be. 


Anything to paint a clearer picture. 


His boss - former boss - is working for a powerful fellow he has 
never heard of. He is maybe the single most informed man on this 
continent save for the scholars, and unless they have a miracle 
legendary book in their library with all the answers, him not knowing 


makes no sense. It is driving him mad, enough to where he has 
turned tail on the only people keeping his family prosperous. 


Honchkrow can tell himself over and over who he is doing this for. 
He wants to sleep peacefully; he can't with all of this. What good is a 
father who drowns himself with worry? 


The crunching of dirt beneath his feet gives way to the clattering of 
stones. The sound of a quiet flowing stream expands into a roaring 
river, and the gray sky overhead becomes clouded by a set of 
mountains. He is getting closer. 


And strangely, the rain begins to peter out. The sky is still this gray. 
The whole world around him is damp, but he can no longer feel the 
mist on his quills. Honchkrow looks down to see a familiar shadow 
looming overhead. 


"I'm truly and dearly flattered she would send you after me, but 
Bisharp you are not." Honchkrow sighs. "What do you want?" 


"My user has warned you about searching for the gears." The 
Machine speaks overhead. "She would ask you to return peacefully. 
Noncompliance is not an option." 


The shadow jitters and shakes. Whatever this thing is, it can't sit still. 
He does not even remember when she brought this thing aboard, 
although it can always be another one of her dozens of contacts. 
Confrontation with it feels inevitable. Maybe he can get an answer 
out of it before he turns the creature into a metal art piece. 


"She can't go a minute without me, that girl." Honchkrow speaks, 
trying to judge the movements of the thing from its shadow. "What 
about you? Do suppose if we are alone out here, we can maybe get 
to know each other for once." 


It pauses midair, floating, as disclosing a simple name needs all of 
its focus and body. 


"Username: New. Model: Three-Eight-Z. | am a multipurpose unit 
modified for cross-world travel, the phenomenon you have named 
"The Sea" has corrupted a great deal of my internals when | used it 


to pass here. | cannot tell you more." 


Somehow, only the words cross-world ring any kind of bell in 
Honchkrow. It didn't come from a land beyond the sea, it came from 
somewhere else entirely. Glancing up, he sees the white and blue 
metal being glistening in the rain. On its tiny chest is a badge with a 
white central diamond - the same badge he has seen on the strange 
Braviary. Both it, and the weird bird are not from this world. They are 
from somewhere else. 


A place which may just be the home of whatever golden, glowing 
thing has contacted his boss. 


"Great, got more you can tell me?" He says, continuing to watch its 
shadow. "My name's Honchkrow, | don't really have much of a family 
name - everyone knows | run the Krows round here. My favorite 
drink is-" 


"Belue. | have access to your finances." It completely dismisses him. 
"As for this unit, | will tell you its three directives." 


He may not like these rules. Honchkrow takes a deep breath. 


"Directive one: this unit must do everything to preserve itself. Only 
the life of its creator sits above it." 


The shadow above stops fidgeting. He can see three triangular 
objects swirl in front of. It is preparing an attack. 


"Directive two: this unit serves the Light's interests and its interest 
alone. No matter the user, the light is above all." 


A light as bright as gold. Pieces begin falling into place. 


"Directive three, and the final directive: expunge any and all 
undesired variables" 


The three things above him shoot downwards. Honchkrow spreads 
his wings, pushing his body up as a trio of flame, ice and fire hit the 
earth where he once was - leaving the rocks below frozen over. 


Honchkrow's wings spark with red hot warmth, and he flaps hard, 


throwing a Heat Wave at the floating creature. The hot winds coarse 
over its body as it responds rapidly and nonsensically, hurdling out a 
gigantic canon of lighting which zaps past him, clashing into the river 
causing dozens of poor water-type ferals to bubble up to the 
surface. 


It has two moves: whatever the three shots were and this big ball 
thing. Honchkrow flaps his wings, circling around it. As another Tri 
Attack forms in front of it, Honchkrow swoops in, delivering its beak- 
shaped face as it fires off its move. It recoils. 


A ball of ice races past, lightning grazes his feathers, but the third 
hits firm, sending Honchkrow's black quills alight. The heat races 
through his body as he lets out a shriek. They traded. He barely 
keeps himself aloft. 


Exchanging blows like that has left them both worse for wear. The 
Porygon-Z hovers away from them, spinning till it gains control of its 
puppet-like body. It hit him once with the move, so it tries again, 
forming the three elemental spheres once more. 


Heat Wave didn't have the effect he'd like. Honchkrow quickly soars 
above the creature and stares down. The river sits behind it. If it hits 
him with the tri attack so be it, but he already knows how to end it. 
Tri Attack fires off as Honchkrow replies, shooting out a Thunder 
Wave. 


The cold sphere hits Honchkrow firmly on his crest. The metal thing 
on the other hand locks up in its entirety, splashing into the river like 
a pile of bricks, utterly paralyzed. In a panic, it puts its floating hands 
together, moving against the paralysis coursing through its artificial 
body. Honchkrow, although injured and fluttering down to the floor, 
seizes the moment. 


He soars down, watching the Zap Cannon build between the 
Porygon's floating hands. He makes it ashore as the creature locks 
onto him. Honchkrow pulls back his wings, and lets loose a gale 
across the water. 


A loud boom echoes as water hits the sphere. Lightning dances 
along the river, scoring everything in its path and reducing the user 


to an ash-colored wreck. The Porygon's floating limbs fall into the 
water with a splash, and their yellow, frenzied eyes fade into lifeless 
grays. 


Testing the waters with his feet, Honchkrow steps forth, and plucks 
the badge from its body. The charred remains float past him, being 
carried downstream towards the canyon. 


Honchkrow looks at the badge. The white diamond at its center 
whirls round and round till it points sternly in the direction he came 
from. Is it trying to warn him? He can only guess. He is not going to 
stay here to find out whatever this badge is telling him. He clasps 
the badge onto his chest fluff, then continues down the road, 
collecting himself after a battle well fought. 


Ahead, pillars of hexagonal, black basalt surround the canyon's 
river. Quartz formations peek out from the dark stones, and above 
the pebbly shores of the river, he can see the opening of many 
caves leading deep into the earth below. One of these has to be an 
entrance to a Mystery Dungeon. 


He spreads his wings, fluttering up the basalt pillars to where these 
cavern mouths lie. He digs his head into each and every one, 
sniffing the air for any remote traces of Seawater. All the while, the 
badge continues to shake and rattle against his chest. During his 
search he stops to unclip his badge, and just stares at it. 


The diamond at its center swirls, pointing in every possible direction 
till it settles in the direction where he came. He peers through the 
increasing rainfall. A figure, dark and imposing, slithers across the 
basalt pillars. Even further are three others racing down the 
riverbank oblivious to both him and this thing. 


He's been followed. There is no time to question what this thing is. 
He sticks his beak into the nearest one of these holes in the ground, 
catching the faintest drift of seawater. This has to be it. 


With a final, paranoid glance over his shoulder, Honckrow sees the 
figure at the river below and he throws himself to the whims of the 
Mystery Dungeon. 


46 - Patriarch Part Two 


Chapter 46: 46 - Patriarch Part Two 


Honchkrow reaches the gear. 


Her footsteps splash and pitter across the stream. The badge 
whirring in her claws, Dexys leads them through the canyon with her 
partner, and the little boy dragging behind. Nothing other than their 
ultimate objective has changed about their method of operation. She 
uses her superior speed to cut ahead, if something warrants 
stopping she will.. 


Tall, dark hexagonal pillars begin to surround both sides of the river. 
Suddenly the rain begins to pick up as if someone were flicking ona 
light. With the rain cascading down the rocks become slick. 


Her claws can no longer find purchase. The Zoroark slips, tumbles, 
then catches herself on one of the masses of stone. Dexys looks 
behind her. 


Halcion and Prinn have not stopped. They are still chasing her 
shadow downriver. The stream may not be the deepest, but Prinn's 
still peddling his way down. Must be faster than running - she's not a 
water type. 


Dexys looks into her hand. Her badge has stablized. The needle is 
now pointing towards and up towards one of the identical mouths 
leading deep into the earth. Whoever they are following, they are in 
there. 


CRACK! 


Lightning roars overhead, lighting up the black skies. Thunder rings 
in her ears as rocks hail down from above, cascading through her 


ghostly body, into the river below. Where there is once a cavern are 
now a pair of red, frenzied eyes. A Luxray stands head to toe in jet 
black, iron armor, its fangs crackling with lightning. A shiver runs 
through her when she hears it speak. 


"I've found you, interloper. " 


Glowing chunks of quartz light the black, formic corridors of the 
dungeon. The smell of seawater hits his nostrils, the dungeon's air 
becoming more pungent with every step deeper into the earth. 


After three floors down he begins to fall into a monotonous rhythm. 
Check rooms, look for slumbering fellows, fly past them if need be, 
and burn and sucker punch his way through any feral which gets in 
his path. He sustains himself off of whatever scraps he finds on 
route to the other floor, biting into apples, crunching old oran berries 
if he takes a hit when soaring past these mindless creatures. 
Honchkrow knows he is being followed; the more he leaves behind 
for his uninvited friends the further they are slowed down. 


There still is the question of who those people were. The three 
furthest away are likely explorers or bounty hunters looking for the 
coin, no way the boss is sending more than what's needed to swat 
an annoying Krow of hers. This leaves the dark thing. He recalls the 
way it moves, gliding across the stones with uncanny finnsesse. 
Could be anything from a strong adventurer to the dungeon driving 
him mad. If it wants the gear as much as he does then it's going to 
pry it from his cold talons. 


These gears have everything to do with what is happening. The 
oddities being reported in the mail, the strange new arrivals to the 
Dusk Continent, and the feather and whoever his boss' sponsor is. It 
all seems to stem back to the bounty. 


ust because these new gears don't cause a calamity when they are 
ripped from their sockets, it does not mean it's not going to bring out 
the worst the world has to offer searching for their power. If 
someone can have the wealthiest - by extent the most powerful - 
person in the Dusk Continent in the palm of their hand, then they 


need to be opposed. Not by virtue or heroics, but by the fact they 
likely do not have him or his family's peace in mind. 


If he gets out of here with the Gear he needs to find someone he 
can trust. Maybe Winter, maybe his son if he will let him show his 
face. His boy sure ain't the type of person to try ruling the world, he's 
raised him better - no one else could have. 


He did not even catch that one Lucario's name. The lady teller 
dropped her little Riolu kicking and screaming, dropping the poor 
boy without much explanation other than saying she has to. Maybe 
she knew he was the one, or perhaps, Honchkrow was simply the 
right rich bird at the right time. It would be months before they knew 
what happened with her, and that boy took the news well, 
surprisingly. 


Honchkrow saw him as a Murkrow without wings; albeit he trusts Rei 
a bit more than the dozens upon dozens of mail birds who see the 
biggest Honchkrow around and joins them. 


The walls around him become more and more dense with crystalline 
formations. The ground, which was once flowstone, slowly forms 
into a dense mud. Each step he takes is accentuated by a loud 
splotch. He starts to forgo walking altogether, instead carefully 
navigating through the tight corridors on his wings. 


Lot of the creatures here are water and ground types. Not the fish- 
like ones, the two leggers who might enjoy rolling through the mud 
of a mangrove. It is still unbearably cold, although the water is still 
mildly warm and full of salt. Just a dungeon doing its thing - brought 
by the The Sea of Time being a wreck. 


Occasionally he can hear the roars of ferals from afar being torn 
apart by whoever is trying to catch him. His lack of footprints are a 
blessing in throwing the thing off his tail feathers as he flutters into a 
mud-covered chamber with a hole in the floor. The sounds of wind 
are loud, the stench is stronger than it's ever been. The end of the 
dungeon is near, if not beyond this stair, then the next one over. He 
takes the moment to perch on a stone, pulling out some objects from 
his crest. 


He has a plain seed. One of the ferals here was a mean graveler 
who hit him with a rock slide, to which he was forced to chomp into 
the one precious reviver seed he found. There's a Rain Orb on his 
person, oran, an apple, and the ever so common Blast Seed. He 
swallows the Plain seed, chomps into the apple for a burst of 
sweetness before what lies ahead, then steps into the fray. 


One moment later he is in this freezing place of quartz and mud; the 
next he is an identical warm hallway. The dungeon's winds carry his 
wings down the hall. Upon spotting an orange glow at its end, he 
immediately books it. 


He flies out into a large, underground clearing. The mud of this place 
travels down a slick, long ramp into a lakebed of dark goop. Giant 
pillars of stalactites dangle down from the concave ceiling, some 
draping as far as to touch the mud lake below. And above it stands a 
Time Gear surrounded by its glistening orange filigree. The wings of 
light are bright enough to overpower the soft glow of the crystals by 
the lakeside. 


Honchkrow flies out of the opening, stopping by the lake to dip his 
feet. It's not as deep as it looks. A fine layer of cold water sits right 
above what feels like a sticky foot of quick mud. He springs after 
giving it a test, and soars right towards the gear, digging his feet into 
the flowstone nearest to the floating object. 


He feels like his boss, dangling upside down as he reaches out for 
the gear. He wraps his wings around the cold metal, then pulls. 


The Gear falls out of its socket the same time his talons give way. 
He grabs the cold metal as he plummets alongside it, hitting the lake 
of mud with a wet, hard splash. His feathers become drenched in 
mud. 


Surely and slowly, weighed down by the mud clinging to him, 
Honchkrow gets back onto his feet. He shakes the grime off his wing 
and looks at it. The Time Gear, pulsating with an orange glow, is in 
his grasp. 


And strangely, this rushing feeling he had when he plucked his first 
gear does not come. He gives it a shake. Nothing. 


"| did not anticipate that someone would reach it before me." 


The voice echoes across the lake. He turns, and standing at the 
water's edge is a tall, dark figure. Stilt-like legs embed themselves 
into the ground beneath it. Its body appears hewn into the shape of 
a jacket, and its blue eyes stare into his being. Pieces of its figure 
taper off and glow with venomous light. It looks like a being of the 
deep sea. 


Something is familiar about this creature, he cannot place it. 


There is the body of a water-type in its hands, some maddened 
Lombre. It drops the corpse to the floor, and speckles of pinkish light 
flow from the feral into its arm. The figure shudders, collecting itself. 


"lam Darkrai. My true name does not matter.." She reaches into her 
cloth-like body, pulling out another one of those badges, her 
diamond is blue. "As Leader of a guild, | have my explorers and your 
interests in mind. | need these Time Gears to see my plan through. 
If you could do so peacefully-" 


"Darkrai?" 


As he spits the name out, the name becomes suddenly familiar. It is 
one of those legendary types. Not just a force like Dialga or Winter, 
but someone who, according to records of the Chatot Guild, had 
brought the Grass Continent to its knees. 


"Do you know me?" She glares, standing at the lake's edge. "I 
suppose you will make this go swiftly." 


"You tried to do something stupid with these gears already, right?" 
Honchkrow spits, stuffing the metal ornament into his chest. "You 
set the Grass Continent spinning out of control with your plans. | 
belong to the Dusk Continent. | am not letting you do this against o 
my home!" 


"And how could | have committed such atrocities when | have only 
now come here?" 


What? That makes no sense! A different Darkrai? Why is a complete 
stranger of a Darkrai searching for the same thing the previous one 


had such an obsession over? 


Honchkrow wrangles himself in before panic and confusion take 
their hold. Instantly, his red eyes turn to the badge in her hands. He 
sees the Lombre on the ground beside her feet stirring in its rest as 
if nightmares were assailing its mind. Even if she may not be 
responsible for this Darkrai's crimes, she has to have been the one 
who turned Soapstone Swamp into a ghost town. 


"Soapstone Swamp, what about there?" Honchkrow growls at the 
dark-type. "Why did you take all of those people out?" 


"| draw on dreams to sustain and heal myself. | needed to heal 
myself after crossing into this world." Darkrai raises her head up to 
sniff the air with a nonexistent nose. "The phenomenon you call The 
Sea distorts your world, and using it, | crossed into yours in my 
search. It tore into me, and while weakened, | drew on the only 
source | could to heal myself: the nightmares of those around me." 


"| assure you, the sacrifice of one settlement is a necessary stone 
on the road to saving your land. If there were other ways to heal 
myself, | would make advantage of them." She taps her badge. Her 
fingers glow with venom. "What do you know about this?" 


"People from somewhere else wear it." Honchkrow tells her, trying 
not to look away. "You sounded confused. You're not our Darkrai 
are you?" 


She nods. 


"Consider yourself pardoned of past crimes, but | still can't trust you. 
I'm keeping this gear to myself until | figure out what is going on. So 
much of what | understand has been messed up by the arrival of you 
and your guildmate. | need to sit down, think about what this gear 
has to do with the Sea, and consider my options." 


"| don't think you'll let me go." Honchkrow flashes the gear for a split 
moment. "All | want with this thing is to figure out what's going on 
with it, the Sea, and you and your guildies. | don't care about fame, | 
don't care about money at this point, | want to make sure my boys 
are safe.” 


"And | will let you know | will keep on fighting to my last breath if it 
means | can protect my family. When | figure everything out, you 
can just have my gear." 


This gives her pause, and enough time for Honchkrow to survey the 
room. The dripstone offers good enough arial cover, but she is 
standing in front of the only entrance out of here which itself is up a 
slippery slope of mud. If she is smart, she will sit there forever. 
However, if she does, those three explorers will come right through 
to confront her and turn this into a three way confrontation. He can't 
expect those explorers to be forgiving towards a criminal making off 
with a precious thing; his time is now. 


If he can fly past her, then go down the hall, he will appear at the 
dungeon's enterance. Then it is a matter of flying away from Darkrai 
to safety. If luck is on his side, then perhaps the Guildies will show 
up in the nick of time to do this Darkrai in. 


"| hold all the answers you seek, Honchkrow." She shakes her head. 
"Believe me or do not. One choice ends with you walking free from 
here, another your demise." 


She knows his species. This is not her trying to get under his skin, 
this is her attempt to get him to fork over the Time Gear. 


"You know much more than anyone else | have crossed. 
Understand what is at stake, and know | make no attempt to 
deceive." She holds out a hand, a ghostly glow emanates at her 
fingertips. "| cannot let you leave here with the Gear on your own. 
Give it to me, and join me." 


"For what?" He asks, pushing the gear further into his crest. "What 
do you have that my old boss couldn't give me? Money, 
information? Things | can't possibly figure out on my own? Nobody 
in this world has reason to trust you after what your predecessor 
did.." 


"lam leaving with this gear. That is final. Track me down afterwards 
or whatever you plan to do, | am not parting with this thing." 
Honchkrow glares at her. "Why do you even need it?" 


"Why would | tell you?" She says, returning his gaze. Darkrai plants 
her legs into the earth, preparing herself. "You have made up your 
mind. And if you will not give your gear for the betterment of your 
continent, there is nothing | can possibly do to dissuade you from 
making a grave mistake." 


The only grave mistake would be giving her this.. He may no longer 
be under his boss' wings, but he is still a protector of his boy.. 
Throwing vague "I will save this continent" statements around does 
nothing to persuade him, it simply gives Honchkrow every reason to 
plant his feet even further into the mud. He watches her hands 
carefully, waiting for the second they twitch. 


"Why now? Pressed for time? Got someone you're worried about?" 
Honchkrow tilts his gaze, and suddenly, he remembers something. 
The golden feather. "Are they here?" 


She flinches. 


"If you cared about this guild or this place, then you'd be doing 
everything you can to help us. You'd pal up with the Scholars, try to 
uncover whatever can be so important." Honchkrow extends his 
wing. "You don't care about this world or this continent, you just 
want the Gears. If you did, you would walk away from this. | already 
gave you your out, and | ain't me who's making the stupid decision 
here." 


The cold, dungeon winds continue to breeze through the 
underground, bellowing outwards from the dungeon and gliding over 
this lake of mud. Both pokemon lock eyes, neither moving, both 
waiting on the other to crack. Darkrai was the bane of the Grass 
Continent, he is not about to let another one become the Dusk 
Continent's downfall. 


Honchkrow can feel the mud slowly creeping off of him, he can 
sense the air coursing from the entrance up the beach behind her, 
and smell that intoxicating salt all around him. Honchkrow takes a 
deep breath. 


He sees her hand move. 


A Thunderbolt screams past him as he dashes forwards. It hits the 
surface of the mud lake, failing to streak across the murky surface 
and shock him. He flaps his wings, letting out a gale of Heat Wave 
which passes straight through the dark creature, forcing her to 
recoil. He lands at the edge of the lake while she backs away, 
himself having made it much closer. 


"What's your malfunction?" He shouts. "Just let me leave!" 


Darkrai extends a hand scored by heat and lightning crackles on her 
fingers. Honchkrow, standing at the edge of a muddy lake, throws 
himself straight into it. The bolt strikes true. He feels the heat strike 
his chest and the lighting across his plumes, but the thick layer of 
mud turns the fatal blow into a meager caress. 


Another move builds up between her hands as her venomous 
fingers shine a dark hue. She runs straight towards him, racing 
across the slick surface. He faces her approach, too heavy to fly. 
And as her grotesque hands touch the Krow underneath the layer of 
earth, he delivers a stern, brutal Sucker Punch to the face behind 
her crest. 


She falls backwards. A horrid, stinging sensation surges through him 
from where her hands touched him. His eyes grow heavy. A sense 
of exhaustion overcomes him. Honchkrow shuts his eyes, then. 


As fast as he was about to fall asleep, he reopens them. Was that a 
sleeping spell? It feels like it. Whatever she was trying to do she was 
not going to work on a Honchkrow who works himself into sleepless 
stupors with worry. His Insomnia buys him precious seconds, time 
he spends barreling as fast as he can to the entrance up above. 


He keeps her in the corner of his eye, watching as she gets back up. 
She turns with fear in her eyes, extending her hand once more. Her 
fingertips turn glacial white. Lightning races between his feathers, 
and he hurls out a wave at the last moment. 


An Ice Beam tears through Honchkrow, Thunder Wave surges 
around Darkrai's body. The wing it hits begins to weigh a thousand 
fold, and he falls, slipping down the muddy slope away from 
freedom. His left wing is gone, turned into a solid chunk of ice with a 


clean, devastating hole carved straight through it. And Darkrai is 
little more than a twitching piece of work rolling towards the muddy 
lake. Her legs, seemingly, disappear as she tries and promptly fails 
to hover away like a darkly-clad puppet on a string. 


He got her, she has got him. Honchkrow has fought a legendary 
menace to a standstill. He'd ought to be proud once he gets away. 


Honchkrow kicks and squirms, pinning his frozen limb infront of him. 
His one and only good wing starts to warm up with Heat Wave as 
Darkrai writhes towards him, completely unable to move her limbs 
without crumbling into a similarly pathetic pile like him. 


"You, you got me good." He says to her. "But you're done." 


His wing as hot as possible, he applies it to his frozen, torn up limb. 
It slowly begins to unthaw, not without excruciating pain surging 
through his body. He grabs a seed and Oran out of his mouth, letting 
the healing sweetness numb his wounds. 


"As soon as I'm out, I'm telling the world you're here." He says 
between muffled bites. An intense heat builds on the tip of time. 
"You won't be able to breathe without every explorer under the sun 
hunting you down" 


She weakly reaches into her coat, and brandishes a bright, metallic 
thing. Honchkrow throws the Heat Wave towards her and she 
disappears before her eyes, reappearing up the ridge and crumbling 
onto the slick floor. She teleported right back to where she was 
seconds ago. 


Darkrai's entire body quivers and rattles, gear in one hand, a cold 
hand outstretched in the other. Her legs re-appear, kicking her limb 
body up the filthy slope. The dark-type's eyes burn with vengeance. 
She is going to end him. 


Honchkrow up. The mouth of the cavern looms overhead, freedom, 
escape, and all the answers in the world are a couple hops away. If 
he were not frozen he could get out of her, but seeing another Ice- 
Beam about to form in her hands, she will shoot him down from the 
sky if he dares to move. Honchkrow has a choice. 


There may be few people in this world he can trust with what he 
knows, with a gear no less.. Whoever is looking for them - they 
aren't certainly looking for the boss of the mailing business - they 
are searching for the gear. Thunder Wave is taking its toll on her, 
and he gear ability has something to do with movement. She has 
used it once, perhaps she cannot use it again? So, so many 
variables start racing in Honchrkow's mind as his wing feels colder, 
and the heat burns in his mouth. 


It is not him who has a choice, it is her. 


Honchkrow puffs up his cheeks, and lets loose a gale of Blast Seed 
fire - not towards her, but at his weak, and frozen limb. Unthawing it 
in a split second he takes the gear out of his crest and rips off his 
hat, holding both together as she recoils from what she thought is an 
attack. Honchkrow wedges the gear into his hat and with all of his 
strength, throws it straight towards the exit. 


They both watch, and listen. The sound of it hitting the earth does 
not reach their ears. It made it outside. Honchkrow made the throw. 


Wounded, and panting, Honchkrow turns towards the Darkrai 
looming next to him, her good hand still clutching onto a freezing ball 
of energy. 


"Go get it. Go get the gear, or deal with me." A deep chuckle arises 
from Honchkrow. "I didn't come here alone, I've got everyone waiting 
for me already. If you want that gear, then you're gonna have to fight 
for it." 


The chuckle builds up into a full blown laughter as Honchkrow 
coughs out a puddle of ichor. He is wounded badly, the lce Beam 
has literally torn through him. She can see the desperation and 
anger in her eyes. He's won. She is fuming. She can't have either 
and it is eating her on the inside. 


In the heat of the moment she scrambles towards him. She lurches 
over his half-conscious body, raising the cold ball of ice-type energy 
above his head, ready to let loose as she glares into his soul, 
screaming with rage with a look alone. The cool light begins to build, 
illuminating his hatless face. 


Honchkrow shuts his eyes. 


Rei, his family, all the time he has spent building up a mailing empire 
- all of it plays across the darkness of his mind. Rei would do the 
same thing in his place, he would spite this legendary if given the 
chance, and if that is him waiting for him outside the Mystery 
Dungeon he can only hope he's making him proud. 


The Ice Move grows bright enough to shine through his eyelids. And 
then, he sees it, golden glow of a legendary from unbeknownst of 
this world. A golden feather, a light from something like a Darkrai 
would make a whole world of Darkness to try and avoid. Everything 
makes sense. 


His eyes open to see her hand pressing right up to his beak. 
Honchkrow draws his final breath. 


"I'm a Criminal, | was never going to live to be old and happy. Rei, 
you deserved better than me, my dear boy...." 


The cold move presses against his face. He hears himself scream. 


And everything goes black. 


47 - Rainfall 


Chapter 47: 47 - Rainfall 


Cole wakes up, Dexys and Halcion confront something. Transitory 
fight and chapter. 


A bright, orange sun sets along the horizon, and warm blue waves 
breeze onto the sandy shores. Overhead, the little krabby and water 
types slumber in the porous cliffs. This half of the grass continent is 
green all around, however, some still choose to sleep away during 
the colder season. Unfortunately, explorers like Cole are nary given 
such luxury.. 


The Quilava sits on a mound of sand, chin his hands, as he stares 
out into the Sea. Maybe he'll see an old friend out there, maybe 
something else will happen other than the sun going down, but as 
the sun begins to vanish only darkness comes. 


"C-Cole?" 


He can hear someone hopping along the sand. He recognizes the 
accent anywhere, and sighs, strapping on a faux smile. 


"Bidoof." Cole glances at his fellow. "Been a bit, are you worried 
about me?" 


Bidoof takes up a seat next to him, splaying himself out on the 
pearly sand like a fat, lazy Meowth. He too, looks out towards the 
Sea, trying to see whatever it is Cole is looking for. Alas, he too 
turns up empty handed. 


"| mean, golly, folks dont see ya anymore since you officially 
graduated." The explorer says, continuing to ogle at the waters. "| 
used to think you were busy taking care of little bluey all the way up 


until Chatot told me about... erm... you know." 


Bluey, what a name for a Prince of The Sea who will become feared 
in a generation or two to come. He didn't give the boy a name, he 
just called him Manaphy until he could properly think of one. If given 
enough time, he probably would have named the poor prince-to-be 
after someone near to his heart. It would've made two people with 
the same name to leave his life. 


It is at this same beach he met his friend, and lost his blue boy.. 
Poor thing left him crying, screaming, but it was for his own good. 
Cole cannot raise a kid, not while there is so much for him to work 
through. 


After a long pause, Cole sighs. 
"Do as | do: don't think about it too much." 
"Yeup." Bidoof nods his head. "Sure can do it, Cole." 


"Besides, Bluey is better off out there than over here, | doubt a fire- 
type is meant to take care of a water-prince like him." His eyes scan 
the horizon to the far right where an alcove is hidden along the 
porous rocks. "I told Lapras to keep an eye on Manaphy for me. | 
may not be his dad anymore, but I'd like to know how he's doing 
sometimes, helps me sleep at night. 


"Oh, sleep, speaking of." Bidoof's happy go lucky voice tones down 
by a single octave. "You heard of all the guys falling asleep lately? It 
happened to Marill and the boys and..." 


"The kid's fine." 
Bidoof looks at him in disbelief. Here goes. 


"His nightmares are gonna stop, they'll be okay." Cole feels the fire 
on his crest flicker and he quickly reignites it, trying to keep his 
confident mask together.. "| told you in the letter that someone 
wanted to talk to me, someone dangerous. We made a deal, those 
sleeping spells will stop if | agree to see him in person." 


He came to him in his nightmares, first in the disguise of someone 


else, which he quickly undone as a way of showing his hand. The 
person spoke of things only they knew of, drawing on their collective 
experience as travellers across time. His words were the first 
comfort he felt in a long time. 


This person has a plan, he told him, a plan he can only speak of in 
person. The curses were him reaching out in search of a person like 
him, and will end as soon as they can speak. He struck a deal with 
the shadow What he could possibly lose? 


"That doesn't sound good, C-cole! Are you gonna be safe?" 


The sun sets in its entirety, and a deep purple sky twinkles 
overhead.. The stars are out in full swing, glistening over the Sea's 
shining surface. Cole turns to his only friend, holding his hand firmly. 


"| will be. I've beaten down Regigigas and his posse all on my 
lonesome, well, with a little help." Cole sprinkles in a nervous 
chuckle. "If | don't return here in a week, you start looking for me, 
got it?" 


"| got it, bud." Bidoof nods gleefully, slipping his paw out of the 
quilava's hands. "Don't you worry. If anything goes wrong, you bet 
me, Sunflora, and the entire guild's gonna-" 


His mouth hangs open, his eyes shut tight, and Bidoof falls onto his 
side in a slump. Cole scurries off of his makeshift chair to check for 
the little guy's pulse. Bidoof is sleeping. 


"Well, well, Cole." 


He whips around and sees a purple phantom hovering in from the 
direction of town. She lowers a cloth appendage, adjusting her 
shadowy hat to light up her visage. Her eyes are pink and yellow, 
and her w-shaped smile is oddly disarming. She hovers towards him 
without a sound as his mane ignites with anticipation. 


"Oh please." She holds out a hand. "| couldn't have thee running thy 
mouth amok. | put your darling under a sleeping spell, he will awake 
fine come the morning - no nightmares attached." 


"Who are you?" He looks the hatted phantom in her eyes. 


"A mutual friend." She motions to whence he came, up the 
shadowed path leading to treasure town. "Come along, darling. You 
shan't keep the Knight's left hand waiting, he is an impatient one" 


"And who is this left hand?" 
She laughs a very distinctive, almost playful laugh. 


"You've met the prince in your dreams. Don't tell me you don't know 
his name? 'Tis Prince Dark-" 


The entire world rocks and shakes around Masters. He feels 
something belly up inside, but miraculously keeps it down. He is 
somewhere on the back of their Rapidash. Lucario sits above him, 
leading the steed along a rocky, rainy river. Without a chance to 
gather his bearings, Whiskey senses the Typhlosion stir to life, and 
shouts. 


"Sire Lucario, your friend is awake!" 


Lucario turns around, glancing at Masters who lays slump across 
Whiskey back. Without even asking how he is, he shoves a bottle 
into Master's hands. Masters takes it, and slowly creeks himself 
upright, sitting side by side with his companion. Finally, he takes a 
sip, and the dark-type mending Colbur courses through his undead 
body. Where did he get this? Nevermind this. 


"Where are we, Luc?" Masters speaks. "We were just in..." 


"You've been out for a day, 'M. I've been keeping you juiced and our 
ride going the right direction." Lucario reveals the pink badge he has 
taken out of Whiskey's mane. The diamond in its center points 
further downstream, which through a misty rainfall, reveals two large 
mountains forming a canyon. "Been raining all day, sorry if you're 
soaked. | don't have the money to buy an umbrella." 


His fire typing has seemingly singed off most of the light rainfall. 
Getting his bearings together, he adjusts his hat, thankful it's wide 
enough to keep the rain from dousing his head of flames. 


"| don't just wear this for the looks." Masters says, pointing towards 
it. "What about you? Where are we going again?" 


"The people in halfway rock said it was "that canyon", we didn't 
waste our time asking even more questions.." Lucario raises a 
bottle. The navy blue of Chesto whirls around inside it. "I stole this 
from the tavern Lapis Town, me and the horse here have not slept 
since." 


"How long was | out?" 


"No more than a day, Sir Masters." Whiskey speaks up, his 
galloping pace slowing as he carries them along a rocky riverline. "If 
thy worry about me, please save it. Lucario's potion has kept me in 
good strength. And if what he says is true, then keep yours for what 
lies ahead." 


Masters peers past Lucario downriver to see two mountains flanking 
the stream.. Looks like a canyon alright. The badge in Lucario's 
hand continues to point straight towards it. Someone, whether it be 
Louisa or another, is there - and if they are lucky, a gear as well. 


The rain begins to pick up pace. He can hear the raindrops come 
crashing down, tapping the brims of his hat like hailstones. Lucario 
does not seem perturbed in the slightest, looking forward to his goal 
with determination. He would not be dragging Masters' unconscious 
body this far this quickly if he was not certain another gear waits for 
them ahead. 


Lightning flashes overhead. The rain becomes even worse and 
worse. The stream begins to gush with excess. Whiskey begins to 
buckle, and his footsteps plant themselves firmly on the river's rocky 
edge. 


"Good sires, | cannot bring you any further." Whiskey says, looking 
back at the two. "The road ahead has become too slick. | shan't 
carry you further. It is too great of a risk." 


"Yeah, that's fine, 'M and | can walk." Lucario slips off of Rapidash's 
back, which Masters follows suit. Lucario takes a swig from the 
Chesto brew, then hands it to Whiskey. "Chug this while we're 


gone." 


Whiskey takes it into his mouth, then sits by the river's edge, right 
under a gnarl tree whose branches blot out the oncoming rain. 
Lucario takes another look at the badge which still points the way 
they're going, and waves a momentary farewell to his steed. 


"Come on, 'M. Let's go." 


Lucario leads the way, and Masters follows. The rain occasionally 
makes it past his giant hat, swatting his greasy, undead fur with 
water. He could have done with a bath in all honesty but this was no 
environment for a fire-type. He can still feel where Bisharp tore into 
him with a soft scar where the Night Slash hit. Worse than the rain 
or wounds, is this headache throbbing at the back of the 
Typhlosion's groggy mind. 


"Luc." Masters stammers out. "What's your plan?" 


"The plan is we punch the daylights out of whatever badge-wearer is 
up there. If they have a gear, then good, if they don't then whatever." 
Lucario pins Whiskey's badge to his ragged red cloak. "We can ask 
whoever's there, I'm sure they will happily tell us if they have a time- 
thing on them." 


"That does not seem the brightest plan, though | don't know if | could 
come up with better." Masters speaks, rubbing his temples.. "If this 
fails then | can try the scream. It's worked twice, no reason for it not 
to work again." 


"Fair enough." Lucario grumbles. "You still good from earlier? What 
was that all about trying to puppet me back at guild?" 


Masters thinks. He holds the piece of cloth rolled up in his hat, the 
familiar symbol hidden in the feather makes him still for a moment. 


"The Scream said | was gonna get cut up real bad. It was a hundred 
percent right the last time it activated, and we barely avoided you 
becoming roast." Masters brings his hands down, folding his arms. 
"It showed me the move was coming, it said the move was gonna hit 
me, so | used you as a shield. Thanks to that, we got them." 


Lucario laughs. His dumb, brass teeth shine their message back at 
Masters. 


"Warn me next time you use me as a shield." He grins, teeth 
shimmering. "That's gotten us, what, our third Gear? Maybe you can 
use that to predict Halfway Rock's lottery." 


"You guys have a lottery?" 


Lucario continues laughing, leading himself and Masters further into 
the canyon. The rocky shores at this point are replaced by thick, 
dark pillars. Basalt. The last time they saw things like these they 
weren't exactly friends. 


"Are you still good?" Lucario's tone sharply changes as he climbs his 
way over the hexagonal cliffside, making little footholds for Masters 

with the occasional Steel-type infused punch. "I don't care if you're in 
a fighting mood or you're not, | need to know if you can survive one." 


"If it means us getting another gear-" 


A loud, tremendous flash interrupts them. Lightning strikes above 
and far. Both pokemon look towards the explosion, watching as a 
body of something careens down the cliffside. Standing there are 
three figures. 


The tallest of these is holding something in her claws, and Lucario's 
eyes grow wide, letting out a guttural, and terrible scream. 


The armored Luxray pounces down, its metal body smashing right 
into Dexys. It raises its teeth, pinning her to the hexagonal floor as 
lighting rages across its body. The Zoroark grabs a stone from her 
surroundings, and right before his teeth sink into her shoulders she 
jams the chunk of basalt into its mouth. 


It screams. Its teeth crunch down on the rock and turn it into dust. It 
goes for another, but Dexys is faster, tearing into their metal armor 
with a shadow claw and causing it to pounce away from her. 


And other than leaving a three-clawed mark around its armored 


neck, she did nothing to it. Its mail is going to be impossible to get 
through without Halcion's raw strength. Doffing her fighting-type 
disguise, Dexys leaps onto her feet, facing the thing staring down at 
her. 


"| believe you have the wrong interloper." She tells the Luxray. " 
don't pose a threat to you, leave me!" 


It lets loose a terrifying roar. Thunder booms from above, and a bolt 
of lightning strikes the Luxray, electrifying its metallic shell. Glowing 
with energy, it bolts towards her, both of them knowing a slight graze 
would spell an electrifying end. 


Dexys bounds away from her stone. She sees the figure of Halcion 
and the Prinplup boy below, both watching her flee from this 
monstrous warrior. The Haxorus says something to the water boy 
then shoves him aside, and books it right up the cliffside, tearing into 
the stones with powerful leaps and strides. 


She lands below. She hears it land next to her, and ducks, watching 
its red hot gauntlets cut into the stone above. It bares its teeth, 
screaming into the outsider's face. 


"Those who don your badge shall face the Knight's judgement! It 
doesn't matter who you are, the Sea's meddling clings to you!" 


The Sea. When Dexys arrived here she woke on a beach and 
assumed a new identity, and after ages of wondering she 
rediscovered who she was with the help of her new partner. This 
thing knows what she is. 


"Hal!" Dexys cries out to the approaching Dragon-type. "Help me! 


It rips its claws out of the stone. Dexys takes a deep breath as it 
raises its fangs. Dark, sinister energy builds on the tips of his teeth, 
and as it comes down, she responds, spewing out a stream of hot, 
purple flame. She hears it roar, sees it writhe, but it manages to 
power through the fire, sinking a devastating Crunch into her arm. 


As she lets out a shriek of pain, the flame spewing from her mouth 
turns cold, and ghastly. Wisps of Malice spew from her and rake into 


Luxray's body. She manages to rip her arm free as she tumbles 
down the cliffside, the electric-type overhead, reeling and screaming 
from her one good attack. 


She hits the ground of an alcove hard. Gripping her arm, she 
immediately squishes herself into the nearest corner, trying her best 
not to let her ghostly ichor leak out. The basalt pillars quake 
overhead, and she takes a deep breath. 


The thing lands right in front of her, its frenzied, red eyes looking all 
around, teeth gnashing and covered in her ichor. It turns towards her 
alcove, practically locking eyes with the Zoroark, then is caught by 
surprise by the Dragon-Type.. 


Halcion grabs it by its armor, raking her claws in between the plates 
of its armor as it thrashes around, its lightning infused body failing to 
send a single pulse through the dragon's scales. The dark energy 
builds in its teeth once more, and it shouts. 


"Hands off a knight! What are you doing, you fool!" 


It sinks its teeth into her shoulder, ripping into her armor and her 
cape. She scream, grabbing it right by its armored head, swinging its 
body round and round with Reversal till she whips his body straight 
into the rocky pillars. A loud, horrible crunch sounds ahead. The 
bent, armored figure of the Luxray hits the ground by her feet. 


But Luxrary is still going, thrashing, refusing to accept defeat. It 
sinks its teeth right into her heels, putting Halcion to its knees. A 
blood curdling roar bellows from Halcion's throat, and she seizes the 
Luxray by its head, slamming it in a powerful Outrage 


The Basalt cracks as Halcion continues thrashing its body against 
the rocks, turning it more and more into an amalgam of black fur and 
metal. With her final slam, she rakes the metal body of the Luxray 
across the ground, tossing it into the river below where it hits the 
water, vanishing into the roaring stream. 


Halcion goes to race towards the river, but her wounds catch up with 
her. She falls to her knees and expels a deep, quivering breath. She 
looks into the alcove, looking at the Zoroark in her eyes. 


"You can come out." Halcion breathes. "! don't bite." 


Of course she can see Dexys. Her illusion wears off the second she 
starts to move, peeling an imaginary layer of dark stone as she 
crawls out of her den gripping her torn up arm. Halcion gives it a 
single glance, then reaches into her cloak, brandishing a shining 
Reviver Seed. 


"Take it, he got you good." 


Before she even relents Halcion throws it straight at her. The 

Zoroark catches it with her good hand, pops the seed into her hand, 
then chews. The mint-tasting energy floods through. Feeling returns 
to her arm as the wounds the Luxray inflicted plug themselves back 


up. 


She gives it a quick shake, feeling spry, and well for someone who 
had nearly gotten done in by an armored madman. Dexys leans up 
against the surrounding basalt, watching Prinn slowly meander up 

the cliffs towards them. They have a moment, at least until he gets 
here. 


"Hal, he said something about your Knight." 


"| Know, don't think | heard him screaming?" A restrained laugh slips 
out of her. "We got all the time in the world to talk about the 
repercussions of destroying a living fossil, | just wish | didn't... mess 
up his armor..." 


She spits down the cliff into the river below. 
"Could've had a trophy..." 


Dexys looks down, barely managing to spot the yellow blip of a 
Luxray's tail sticking out of an unrecognizable mass. She has seen 
Halcion use Outrage before, this however... she sounded... 


"You don't think Zekrom sent-" 


"Shut up, Dexys." She cuts her off. "I love him, | love you, but I'm not 
blind. | honor him in my own way, which doesn't involve trying to rip 
out the throats of everyone not from this world." 


Oh good. She is still the same Hal, no sudden heel-turns to be 
observed. Dexys stands up, peering up above to where she was 
going. The badge on her chest still points the same direction. The 
rain starts to clear, becoming the same mist it was an hour prior. 
She keeps her senses peeled when- 


Clink. 


Something races past her, causing all her fur to stand on end. 
Halcion doesn't seem to notice the mist creeping past them, rising 
up towards an opaque sky. A figure emerges from the mist. 


A bird clad in a large hat. When it gestures to behind Dexys, it turns 
to her, and smiles contently. It shuts its eyes, then leaves this world 
in a gust of wind. Looking where it had pointed the mist leaves, and 
reveals something. 


A hat, the spirit's hat with a glowing thing inside of it. 


"Hal." Dexys' eyes widen. "You want to see this." 


48 - Grudges 


Chapter 48: 48 - Grudges 


Masters has to stop two idiots from killing eachother. 


"Halcion!" 


Lucario scream is guttural, ringing out far and wide enough as to 
nearly blast the fighting-type's throat. 


Masters follows his partner's eyes over the canyon. The three 
figures in the distance, neither of which he recognizes, stand tall. In 
the arms of the Dragon-type is something familiar. Not just a time 
gear, but a torn hat of an old ‘krow. 


Honchkrow, Rei's father. The Dragon-type took his life. 


Instantly, Lucario barrels up the cliffside, his deft feet and fighting- 
typing give him the strength to climb over the pillars of stone. A 
glowing bludgeon forms in Lucario's hands. Before Masters even 
has time to ask what she is doing with it Lucario has made the 
decision for them all, and chooses blood. 


Masters hastily clambers up the cliffside, hopping between pillars 
like stepping stones. Lucario reaches the trio above in seconds. 
Halcion, the one identified to be the dragon, shouts at him. 


"| didn't do it, Rei! Calm down!" She faces down the raging fighting- 
type, shoving the smallest of the trio behind her "Why do | even care 
about your father?" 


"Then give me his gear!" He screams back. 


"You and | both know we-" 


He was looking for his reason. He cuts Halcion off with the butt of 
his club, smashing into her tusks as she reels backwards. The one 
next to her, a white and purple fox with flowing hair, moves in and 
surrounds him. 


Masters rushes faster and faster, watching the chaos unfold as he 
batters the duo away, being pushed further to whence he came. 
Lucario looks back to a Masters who is a few hops away, then... 


A head splitting pain erupts in Masters. This again? Here, now? He 
wasn't even touching Lucario. He tries to push through the Scream 
raging through his mind in vain as his vision fades to black. 


The Fox thing - she knows Flamethrower. Halcion keeps Lucario at 
the edge and that's when she incinerates him. 


His senses return. Lucario is being battered into a corner by the 
swift strikes of these two. He unleashes a final swing on the 
Haxorus, turning his mallet into sparks. The second one takes a 
deep breath, and so does Masters as he pushes his legs to their 
limit, leaping from pillar to eventually - right into the body of Lucario. 


An inferno rages over Lucario, surrounding his body in fire and 
smoke. And when it clears, there stands a fire-type, having taken the 
blast with his larger frame. He briefly sees his opponents. 


To the left, a Haxorus named Halcion. To his right, this strange fox 
pokemon, and in the middle of them is this wee little water type. 
Upon seeing the old explorer, his eyes grow wide with fear. 


"That's him - that's him!" 
The one named Halcion swerves around to the boy. 
"What?" 


No time to Question it, Masters reaches through Lucario's body and 
strikes a thunder punch into the Dragon's cheek, then another and 
another. Masters' barrage is ineffective, but it buys him the space he 
needs to throw Lucario back behind him. The three face him while 
Lucario catches his breath, a few cuts along his limbs where one of 
the dragon's claws must have made true. 


"You cheapshot!" She hisses. "Whats your two's problem?" 


"Why should | care? | want the gear, and so does he." Masters 
watches their moves carefully. "He is my partner, I'll do anything for 
him." 


"Your partner? You got a new partner and you chose this guy ?" 


Everyone turns right towards the kid, this pipsqueak of a Prinplup, 
he sounds more confused and shocked by Masters’ mere existence. 
What does he know? There is no time, those memories belong lost 
to the annals of spacetime. 


Lucario gives him no time for these memories to settle. He throws 
out a Dark Pulse, narrowly grazing Masters but hitting Halcion as he 
shoves the boy behind herself. Lucario sees what's coming, and 
puts himself in the way of a dual chop which tears into him and 
sends them both hurdling to the ground. 


Lucario's metallic body chips into each stone, barreling down like an 
immense boulder till they stop at the river's edge, a foot of three shy 
from giving the fire-type an unpleasant bath. Lucario, groaning, 
peels himself away from Masters first. Relatively unharmed, despite 
the terrifying plummet. Masters on the other hand, feels shaken. 


"Luc..." 


"Don't get your memories or the stupid scream of yours get in the 
way of us getting those gears." Lucario grits his metal teeth. "Just a 
fanboy getting on your nerves. If he gets in my way, he's game." 


Surprisingly coherent for someone who was outright screaming the 
name of a person who could have taken the life of his father. Maybe 
he believes her, but the gear is first and foremost. They are not 
going to let one slip by, not while they are on such a painful, albeit 
successful streak. 


He is just a fanboy, a fanboy who knows about his partner. 


Getting onto his feet, he sees the others begin to step down. First is 
the vixen, and Halcion ripping across the land after her, the water- 
boy riding on the Dragon's back. 


Masters' priorities have changed. The Prinplup is a rookie, or at 
least looks the part. Halcion and the fox look much more 
experienced than him, they even have badges if the glints near their 
chests are what he thinks they are. 


So between these two targets: the fox is the worrisome one. Lucario 
can maybe handle the onslaught of Halcion's dragon-type moves, 
but a single gust of flamethrower from her is going to spell the end of 
him. This is not to mention his Scream, which sure seems to be 
coming and going faster than- 


He sees the Zoroark one leaping towards them. Masters sprints 
forth, climbing up a wall near the river to a flat area of basalt. The 
perfect place, they suppose, for these two to duke it out. 


The Zoroark lands gracefully on fours, then stands up, her lanky 
body makes her seem towering. Halcion leaps past them into the 
river below. Guess Halcion wanted after the one she recognizes, 
much to the boy's chagrin, he imagines. 


Masters wastes no time, he spits a large glob of flame into his 
hands, then stuffs them into his lanterns. Her yellow eyes observe 
him. 


But if she is going to stand there letting him do this then he will take 
the first move. He slaps one of the spectral fires out of its holster, 
flicking it towards her as he moves in. She retaliates with her own 
spout of flame, a dark ball whose licks of fire are like hands 
suffocating Masters’ Infernal Parade. The move cancels each other 
in a bright burst, and Masters barrels through the aftermath, fists 
alight with sparks. 


He goes for a right hook. She catches it, deftly dodging out of the 
way. He goes for a left and his own strength is used against him, as 
she trips him up, tossing him onto the floor. Masters looks up and 
sees her claws shine a putrid purple. 


He spits out a smoke screen straight into her, rolling away as a 
Shadow Claw rakes the ground where he once stood. Her eyes glow 
through the fog. Just as quickly as he puts up the screen, she too, 
vanishes, her whole body becoming the same hue as the smoke 


surrounding them. 


Of course, make that two pokemon with camouflage he faced. Hers 
are illusions, but that's semantics. 


If she is going to approach him with a similar challenge, then he is 
going to be as unoriginal. The Scream has been acting strange 
since his encounter with Bisharp. If he had someone he could touch, 
or something dear to him, mayb- 


Masters reaches up to his hat, touching the cloth symbol hidden by 
his big metal plume. An ear splitting only he can hear erupts, and his 
vision flickers. What he sees in his prediction is irrelevant; he 
already knows the answer. 


Just hide your neck like last time . 


The Typhlosion fumbles backwards into the thick fog till his back 
finds a jutting pillar. He keeps his eyes peeled, then counts. One, 
the mist starts thinning, two... 


A streak of three claw marks cuts through the air. Masters knocks 
his head back, his neck becoming one with the dense, sturdy stone. 
His semi incorporeal state leaves a graze on his chin and the 
Zoroark right next to him. They exchange glances. 


"A Typhlosion who's a ghost type." 
"And I've never seen a Zoroark so pale." 
He sees her crack a grin. 


She is too close and too awkward of an angle for her to successfully 
dodge, and a Thunder Punch breaches her agile defenses. 
Lightning hits her fur as she leaps backwards, clenching her 
shoulder. The Smokescreen vanishes as Masters pulls himself out 
from the wall, looking comparatively less worse for wear. 


In the distance, below, he catches a glimpse of the combat. 


Halcion is tearing into Lucario, who chop after chop, he manages to 
endure, blocking the majority of which with a club which keeps on 


breaking and reforming. The boy down there spits out a bubble. He 
sees it coming, then shifts Halcion right into it, obviously doing next 
to nothing to a gigantic dragon other than really getting on herr 
nerves. As a huge whip of her tail sends Lucario flying backwards, 
careening in the opposite basalt wall. 


Ouch. 


He hears tapping claws right next to him. He whips around, pulling 
the flame from his lantern, and sees the Zoroark standing there, 
hand on her hip, holding out a hand in a show of peace. 


"| appreciate a good bout but I'm exhausted.” She says. "I've no 
interest in the Gears, my problems lie elsewhere." 


"| was expecting you to try and sneak attack me." He says, looking 
back at her. 


"Me too, which is how | know we're on better terms." The Zoroark 
motions down at the river. Lucario got up fast as he's now peppering 
Halcion with hails of bullet punches. "They aren't" 


"Do you think you can do me a favor and convince Hal from doing 
something stupid? She is not the type to listen to reason when she's 
mad." 


"You too?" Master doubles back. "What about the boy?" 


"What about him? | don't know why he is obsessed with you, always 
keeps talking about it. Talk him down." She takes a look down at the 
Prinplup, who is still trying to help with these volleys of bubbles. "If 
you are seriously scared of some kid | will come down and lay the 
law." 


"No thanks." The Typhlosion extends a hand. "Masters." 


She takes it. Something about feeling the cold skin of another ghost 
makes it a lot less frightening than say trying to hug a corporeal 
comrade. They both agree there, and she shakes. 


"Dexys." She slides over to the edge, crouching down, watching the 
battlefield like a haunched monster. "Counting on you." 


Masters nods, making his way to the platform's edge. Downstairs, 
he sees a beast strangling Lucario by the neck as he pathetically 

tries to punch her arms off him. Lucario glances his way for a split 
second. 


He gets the raging dragon in his sights, then lets Infernal Parade 
loose as he races towards the river. The Prinplup sees him 
approach, and shouts. 


"Hal! Behind you! He's back!" 


Halcion throws Lucario free, drilling him into the rocky shores. She 
swerves around, slamming her talons with a loud splash as a chunk 
of rock is torn out of the earth. She whips her tail, sending out a shot 
of stones. They go straight through the floating Parade, and Masters 
regrets ever jumping down. 


Stones hit his body, his legs, his torso, bringing him right down onto 
his back with a heavy groan. Oh, she is an experienced explorer 
alright. 


Infernal Parade goes off, and he hears a loud splash in the distance. 
Looking over, Masters sees Lucario has her pinned into the river, 
Bone Rush pushing down on her neck. 


Then there is this stupid kid, this Prinplup, waddling towards him. He 
stares down Masters as he lies there, heavy stones weighing down 
his body. 


"You were uh... you were there? In the Grass Continent? You were 
at the tower?" 


"I'm the one who fixed it, yeah." He tries to be as candid as he can, 
but spurts of rage rise in his throat. "I can tell you everything about 

it, what happened. | have had more than enough time to think these 
through..." 


"You put those gears back, did you?" The boy continues to badger 
him. 


"Yes. What else?" 


"You know what happened when you put them back?" 


Of course he knows, he has spent fifteen years thinking about all the 
people who were at The Sea who became lost when it stopped 
flowing. Doomed to wander time and space till they no longer exist. 
He was never told this, he had to find it out himself, it was a 
"sacrifice" - for lack of a better word. A sacrifice no one, not even he 
should have made. 


"Do you think | wanted to do that?" 


The kid looks to be ignoring him, he sounds in shock. It looks like 
the kid is trying to come to terms with... something. He has no time 
for it. Masters starts to push the stones off of him and sees the boy 
get in place. He has a bubble in his hands. Is he trying to accuse 
him? 


This, atop of his friend acting a fool. Masters tries to scream, and a 
grumble slips through. 


"Grow up." 


The Prinplup blinks a confused "wha" leaves his beak as he waddles 
even closer. He lends Masters his ear, and so, Masters says it 
louder. 


"Grow. Up." 


Without giving the kid a chance to consider what these words mean, 
his electrified fist instantly slams into the side of his beak, knocking 
the daylights out of the boy with a fell swoop. 


He didn't want to, he said he wasn't to, he can apologize to his fan 
one other day. Getting into the thick of fifteen year old wounds would 
take too long - nary will he relive them for anyone not named 
Minstrel. Consider his fist a lesson in battle. 


Then there's the other angry hatchlings.. Lucario is struggling to 
keep Halcion under the river, but suppose she could breathe longer 
than it may seem. Dragons tend to do this. 


Masters drags through the cold of the river. Lucario who looks up 


from his foe directly into Masters' eyes. He goes to say something, 
probably stupid, but a deft back hand slap sends Lucario off 
clenching his snout. 


The thing in the water moves, turning its head to the squirming 
Lucario. She begins to rise out of the sea with her claws 
outstretched, and Masters simply plants his foot on her back. She 
lets out a killer snarl. 


"Dexys said not to do something stupid." He says. "Give up already. 
You too, Lucario." 


Halcion worms about for a split second longer, though it seems the 
mention of her partner's name silences the beast for a time. Lucario 
gets back up, staring down at her. He reaches up towards his neck - 
his gear. 


"No, don't." Masters hisses. 


Lucario's hand slumps down, defeated. He stares at him with a look 
of childish contempt, and not long after, Masters lifts his feet off the 
raging beast. Both parties, seemingly humbled. 


"Masters!" 


The Zoroark calls out to him as she leaps from the ledge. In her 
hands is a large, feathery hat, the inside glowing with that disgusting 
orange. She walks over him and plants it firmly in his hands. 


"Dexys." The beast growls. "What are you..." 


"Going down the other road." She says to her, and turns back to 
Masters. "We're better off without it." 


Masters reaches into the hat, plucking out the cold metal. As the 

Time Gear touches his fingers the light in it quells, and he quickly 
stows it with the other, keeping the blasted thing free from prying 

eyes. 


"When the boy wakes, tell him I'm sorry, and if he really wants to 
know then ask Minstrel." Masters sighs. "I don't need to justify 
myself.” 


Dexys nods respectfully, and Masters turns to Lucario. 


"I'll give it to you when we're out here." He says. "Don't act like a 
child." 


Lucario flashes a glance between everyone, looking too bewildered 
to continue holding onto his grudges, and he resigns. He drags his 
feet across the stone shores, swiping the hat from Masters’ hand as 
they leave this canyon behind. The others are sure to follow, give or 
take a minute of making sure the water boy is alive. 


Lucario is silent their entire walk. 


The roar of the river drowns every breath and murmur from him as 
holds the hat close to his chest, eyes wide, his chest heaving. The 
mist begins to clear up. Masters sees a setting sun finally peek 
through the fog. The glow of a friend sitting under a tree ahead 


As the cliffs lower around them, Lucario stops in his tracks as he 
finally decides to speak. 


"He's gone, right?" 


Masters turns around. Lucario's eyes are wide and expressionless. 
His mouth hangs ajar as his fingers wreath tightly around the feather 
hat. 


"He took the gear out, he got it for us, and the dungeon's gonna 
close on him. "Lucario repeats. "That's how it works, right?" 


Maybe it wasn't told to him directly, but in Masters' heart he knows 
the answer. Placing the gears back where they belong did the same 
to all those people lost in the Sea of Time. 


Masters sighs. He doesn't need to tell him. 


Lucario flips the hat around, and with the spike at the back of his 
hand, pierces two holes into the big thing. He takes off his little 
Murkrow one, and dons the other, his ears comfortably sliding 
through the openings. He looks at the old one with a deep breath, 
then leaves it at the river's edge, weighing it down with hunks of 
dark stones. 


An unmarked grave for a fellow criminal. Lucario has his way of 
remembering him, it seems. His voice quivers, crashing against a 
wave of emotion. 


"T-There's someone in Halfway Rock | need to see, and then we're 
not going to stop. We'll get all the gears, it's what he wants." 


Lucario turns, and leads the way, the huge brim of his hat hides a 
tear-stricken face. 


Lying unconscious on a river's floor, Louisa's eyes stew open. How 
long has he been out? A day, two days? He's freezing. He needs to 
get back to safety. He can't just do this with him and - his partner, 
where is she? 


Louisa feels his muscles roar back to life. Above, moonlight creeps 
through a thin layer of ice where they were thrown into. His 
membranes flick over his eyes, and in the darkness, he sees her 
figure planted in soot. She is unconscious, but the three claw marks 
forming gills on her throat remain. He had not lost control of Soak. 
Thank Winter. 


He grabs her body and shatters the ice above with a water bullet. He 
surfaces in seconds, throwing himself and the body of Sneasel onto 
the surface of the lake. His enemies having long since left, their 
trails are barely visible in the snow. There is no way he can track 
them down. He needs to get to safety. 


The Inteleon walks on, calling behind him. 
"Come on, babygirl, let's..." 
Sneasel isn't following. He looks behind him. 


She is frozen, not because of the cold. Her entire body is locked up. 
Only her eyes can move, and her breath is an awful wheeze. Her fur 
has fallen out, her claws overgrown. A foot of skin sags from her 
arm as she reaches for him. She calls him weakly with all of her 
strength. 


"L-Louisa, it hurts." Tears stream down her face. "H-Help... help 
me..." 


He feels like there are shackles on his feet. He looks on in horror. 
Nothing resembles the Sneasel he knew. Her youth is destroyed, 
replaced by crippling, painful old age. 


Louisa rushes over, grabbing her by her arms. She lets out a painful 
yelp. Just touching her causes her muscles to jitter in agony. He 
holds her as comfortably as his hands could, bringing her close to 
his thin chest, and walks away with her in her arms. 


All the while she shivers and sobs. He does his best to comfort her. 


"It's okay, it'll be okay." He speaks, calmly and slowly. "Tell me who 
did this to you and | will have them fix it." 


"T-The Lucario, he had a gear... he used it to... to... 


That is all he needs to hear. Louisa presses a finger against her 
mouth, telling her to save her strength, carrying her through a dark, 
cold forest to their home in Lapis Town. 


He feels sick to his stomach. His head is pounding with discordant 
nonsense. Lucario did this, not only did he have control of a gear 
knowing what they do to dungeon dwellers, he used it for his own 
gain - to destroy his one and only partner willing to embark on this 
journey. Hal is right about him; Lucario will truly use everything to 
get what he wants. If one as heartless as him gets their hands on 
the complete piece of gears there is no telling what harm he would 
inflict unto others for his selfish desires. 


Lucario is the ambitious sort guilds exist to root out. Vile, self- 
serving. 


Through hours of deafening silence Louisa carries the body of his 
companion. Sneasel has fallen unconscious, but she still breathes. 
He crests a great hill, staring out across the shining Lapis Lake. 


The homes are cold, the streets seem empty, only the Society's 
fortress is alight. Something has happened, an evacuation order, 
possibly. He knows the Society will not abandon the fort, he has 


taught them so, they will also welcome any injured into their arms. 


The Inteleon slides down to the hill, making his way across the 
crystal clear lake with the body of his fellow in his arms. 


When he reaches the doors to his former home a powerful scent 
blasts his nostrils. Smoke. He grips the badge which has already 
brought him great woe, then whispers, looking upon Sneasel's 
unconscious face. 


"I'll find Lucario. I'll make him fix you." 


And he will not rest until he finds him. No one deserves this kind of 
fate. 


Rei by 


49 - Bonds 


Chapter 49: 49 - Bonds 


Prinn gets sent off. The crew stops in Halfway Rock. Second gayest 
chapter. 


Knowing there is something else here, there is no point in staying. 
They leave before uglier things can come barging out of Dungeon, 
Zekrom can only know what is up there. 


She drags the body of Prinn along. He took a big hit, a mean 
thunder punch from a fully evolved man would make any water boy 
his age faint. Prinn is lucky he didn't seem to be really hurt - just 
napping. The Typhlosion there did not seem like the type who would 
want to pummel a kid into the ground regardless, he must've pulled 
his punch, and even then, something about what the kid was going 
on sticks with her. 


What did he do? What was Prinn accusing him of? Bad men 
typically don't risk their lives breaking up fights.. There is something 
up with this Masters guy, else Dexys wouldn't be so glad to turn their 
plans up on their head. 


She looks to the Zoroark in disguise next to her, the mask of a 
Mienshao pulled over her face as they approach the shadow of 
halfway rock. Beaten down dirt paths and tents begin to line their 
surroundings. After carrying him for so long, Prinn starts to stir. 


Halcion looks towards the nearest unoccupied place, and sits the 
boy down. He kicks out his feet, looking up the two figures 
surrounding him. Then sighs. 


"Hey... uh..." 


"Don't hey me." Halcion grumbles. "Do you have beef with Masters 
or something?" 


"Masters, that's his name?" Prinn rubs his way. "I thought his name 
was..." 


"| don't care, Prinn." Halcion looks to her partner. "I'm gonna guess 
he convinced you to fork over the gear." 


"No, | convinced myself." Dexys glances around them at mention of 
the thing, no one appears to be listening in. "We're not looking for 
them. It would be nice to have but him having it is less of a target on 
our backs. We have other ways of finding her." 


Prinn blinks, quivering at the mention. 
"Her?" 


Halcion takes a deep breath. They didn't even tell him, goodness, 
this is going to be disastrous for all of them. And knowing the fear 
this person strikes in the heart of her love, this boy cannot hold a 
candle to her. It is too dangerous. As the one he looks up to, she 
has to make this decision or him. 


Besides, she can't keep him around forever. He helped them find a 
gear, and now they've abandoned the hunt. There's no reason to put 
him such harm's way. 


She bites down on her tongue. Here goes. 


"We're looking for someone extremely dangerous, Prinn. We found 
a gear like you sid you wanted us to, so now it's time you do your 
half of this deal and leave before it gets even worse." He sees the 
smile fade from his eyes. "The Luxray is just the start of this, | don't 
know what | would have done if he got past me and went after you. 
It'd break my heart." 


She leans down, levelling her giant body with him. Prinn stares at 
her in continued disbelief as she reaches a hand over, and gives 
him a reassuring pat on the shoulder. 


"| don't know what kind of history you have with Masters, and I'm 


sure you have every reason not to like him.. You saw me get angry 
too, and how that didn't help us one bit. Almost drowned." She 
smirks, pretending to hack out water. "He doesn't seem like the type 
of person who holds grudges. After we're done, I'm sure he can 
answer all of your questions." 


I've spent so much time looking for him, looking into stories, paying 
the Krows - | know, that's bad but..." Prinn sighs. "I'm glad | met 
him, | just don't know if..." 


"If he doesn't come back to halfway rock, I'll make him." Halcion 
backs away from Prinn, motioning at her partner. "She knows him 
better than | do, she can get the answers you seek out of him 
without you having to hurt yourself, okay?" 


Prinn looks over to Dexys, who nods. She reaches into her real 
cloak and gives the boy some coins, placing it firmly into his flippers 
and shaking it. 


"Though | do not coddle, | am a bit of a gift giver." The Zoroark 
underneath the mask smiles warmly. "Either buy a room here or get 
a trip back to your guild. Stay safe for me, stay out of this, and | 
promise I'll get this Masters guy to speak for you." 


It takes him a good moment of silent staring for him to finally 
process their intent. Moving his flipper away, he resigns himself. 
Standing up to his feet. 


"If you come back, I'll be here." He says. "I'm gonna try to put my 
mapping to the test, and please, go tell Masters I'm sorry. If he's 
who | think he is... | shouldn't be bothering a hero." 


A Hero, a knight. As Prinn waves and leaves into the city of tents, a 
memory lingers at the tip of his mind. The only person she can recall 
ever worthy of this title other than the knight, was this one brave soul 
from the grass continent, someone who vanished without a trace 
one fateful evening and whose story was told throughout this distant 
land a cautionary tale. 


Minstrel spoke a lot about them, like he knew him. Wait... is it 
Masters? Is he a... hu- 


When Prinn finally fades into the bustle of Halfway Rock, Dexys 
speaks up, smiling at her partner. 


"You wouldn't make a half bad parent, Hal." She restrains a laugh. 
"He's safer here, I'd hate to see my girl's friend become mincemeat." 


"Could honestly go for some roasted meat, deerling or something.” 
Halcion's mouth runs off. She can feel all the little bumps along her 
body where Lucario struck her with the club, bruises where his 
punches had started to beat through her scales. "| hate that they 
don't sell meat here, | know why but | don't care." 


Nevermind meat. 


"Actually I'll go for a drink. | feel like a bloated stunfisk." She 
grumbles. 


"And that's why you're still not parent material." Her partner snorts. "1 
feel like I'll be a drinker when we're done." 


Dexys swerves around before Halcion can protest. She beckons 
her. 


"Come along, | know a place." 


The weight he carries on his back and on his mind are equally heavy 
for Lucario. The thing hung up over his shoulder is the wriggling, 
half-concious body of a Wurmple. 


He does not have it in him to think about what has happened. He 
just lets whiskey do his thing, carrying them to the cool rock place 
the outsider to this world wants to visit. Whiskey must not know it's 
the hub for the biggest crime family this entire continent, or was. 
Lucario shudders. 


As soon as they start to reach the rock proper, Lucario immediately 
scans the tents. He reaches down as they pass a dead campfire, 
plucking out someone's cooking pot and thrusting it into Masters’ 
hands. 


"What am | supposed to do with this, Luc?" The Typhlosion sputters. 


"Hold onto it." Lucario glares over his shoulder. "Gonna Chew me 
out for borrowing a bucket a second time?" 


It looks like he wants to bring up something, probably something 
within the last few hours Lucario does everything to box it all away 
for when everything is said and done and he has those blasted 
gears in his arms. The constant reminder on Lucario's head does 
not help. 


Masters throws a dumb blue doll into the bucket. Its floppy ears 
jingle along. Lucario rolls his eyes. 


"Wanna split up?” 


"Why not?" Masters says. "I'll show Whiskey around. Are we staying 
at the same place as last time?" 


Lucario nods, sliding off of his steed's back and leaving the 
nondescript sack across Whiskey's back. With a wave to the 
Rapidash, Lucario parts, instantly making towards a familiar street. 


Xatu's blue tent can't be seen on this street, but the stupid doll shop 
can. He is in the right place. And Lucario instantly retraces his steps, 
cramming himself a narrow alleyway towards the silken, purple 
home of his ghost friend. He opens up the flap to the hidden tent 
and invites himself inside. 


Above, a chandelier glistens with ghostly flames, and various orbs 
surround each and every corner of her unoccupied lair.. All are the 
same variations of Wondrous Orb blue, glistening in the ominous 
glow like diamonds. The one right in front of the door stands out: a 
violet crystal globe which sits on a silver plinth. The ghost, of course, 
is nowhere in sight. Yet the incense and candles burn as if she were 
mere minutes ago. 


Something about this particular globe keeps catching his eye. He 
makes the grave mistake of reaching out and right as his fingers are 
about to touch its shimmering surf- 


"Please keep your hands to yourself, my Rei." 


The ghost appears, making her presence known with her a gust of 
ice-cold wind. Violet snoke marks her arrival as she hovers past 
him, flicking his chin with a wisp-like hand. 


"| Know when others are grubbing through my belongings." 
Mismagius peers up, the light catching her face and leaving her 
fangs in full display. "Nevertheless, | have been hard at work getting 
my champion what he seeks." 


She smiles, motioning at her hat before she spins around, wrapping 
her hands around the peculiar crystal. 


"Trying to steal my look, dear?" 
"Not intentionally." He is too on edge to laugh. "You got the stone?" 
"Not yet, but you have now given me everything | need to make it." 


She never spoke about making it. Before there is time to question 
her methods, she holds out the crystal sphere. He feels a presence 
from it, a feeling which runs through his bones. Is this...? 


"This is no different than scrying. Simply lay thy hand upon it." She 
speaks. "The stone will take from you to form itself, and its power 
will forever be at your fingers." 


"What will it take?" Lucario reaches out nervously, his hand sitting 
inches above the glowing globe. "You're not some spooky ghost 
trying to steal my soul are you?" 


She laughs in the face of his concern. 


"Dear champion, I'd never dare." Her serpent eyes peer deeply into 
him. "A Mega Stone requires something from its species. You will 
promise it a piece of yourself, and should you pass, it will take what 
you have promised it and bequeath it to the next of your kin who 
wields this stone." 


"The art of mega evolution is baleful, it takes as much as it gives. | 
have spent a lifetime unravelling it, and even | cannot create a stone 


without sacrifice." 


Lucario's mind races through what intangible "things" he can give 
this hunk of crystal. Strength happens to be the most obvious and 
the most vague. He won't need power if he fails to receive these 
stones, he will be gone. Vague things like his heart or soul, or 
anything like this is too much to gamble with. He will wager his 
strength. 


"Are thee prepared?" 


He nods slowly, shutting his eyes, trying to put this vague nonsense 
to the forefront of his being. 


As if pulling them from under a sheet, he feels her cloth appendages 
fall to the wayside and two of these clawed hands reach out - 
lowering his palm onto the glass-like surface. A cold sensation 
shoots up his arm through his entire body. It reaches into the 
farthest corners of his being then floods backwards like a wave, 
leaving through his fingertips into the sphere with something - a part 
of him. Suddenly, he hears a loud crack, then another. 


A fissure forms across the surface of the sphere, splintering all 
throughout till it can no longer hold itself together. Chunks fall to the 
floor beneath them where they shatter into powder till nothing of the 
crystal remains. Mismagius turns his hand over, and opens his palm. 


In it: a blue, glass-like sphere with a streak of shimmering brass 
cutting through. It feels warm to the touch. The long talons close his 
fingers around it. 


"May you find what it takes to wield it." 


He feels the claws on his chin, coddling his face with admiration. His 
eyes stay shut as she leans closer, whispering into his ear with a 
sibilant tone. 


"My champion, return with the Dark Gears in tow. | am the Knight's 
Oracle, his right hand. Live, and | promise you peace in the coming 
world. " 


There is no smile, duplicity or hint of her usual fare in her voice. She 


speaks from her undead heart. Not knowing what to believe or 
understanding the gravity of her words, his eyes stay closed. He'll 
do this, for Honchkrow, and her. 


"| don't make promises, Mismagius."” 


He opens his eyes, and in a blink the claws holding him return to 
little, cloth appendages. She looks past him through the slit in the 
door, seeing something out there 


Mismagius leans in to tell him something.. 


Not a command, not more grand secrets of the universe. Mismagius 
tells him a name, hername. 


And he wouldn't dare repeat it. 


Light floods into the chamber as she backs away, turning to the new 
face with a courteous smile. Lucario spins around. Masters, holding 
a cloth creature in a bucket which now wears a dumb little hat. He 
flashes a glare at the ghost. Masters' mouth moves. 


"You look... different..." 


Masters beckons Lucario. Mismagius simply bows to them, that 
constant, ghostly smile remaining on her face. 


"Farwell!" She bids them. "Do come back!" 


And Lucario, taken aback by everything, is practically dragged out 
onto the streets where their steed awaits. He collects himself, taking 
in a deep breath. He still has the stone. Lucario shoves it under his 
cloak, the tiny stone somehow fitting perfectly in the center of the 
gear wrapped around his neck. Is this intentional? 


Whiskey is out here with a bag around his neck as well as a brand 
new thing. It's bright, and it's pink, and it's wearing an equally garish 
helmet. Oh goodness, Masters made him buy one? Lucario rolls his 
eyes. 


"Hey, what's with grabbing me out of there?" Lucario catches his 
breath. "Are you afraid of your own?" 


"| don't trust her, Lucario. | never did, let's leave it at that.." Masters 
turns around, beckoning. "Let's get some drinks and food." 


"Now? We're already ah-" 
"It's not a choice, Lucario." He snarls. "You need a break." 


After a day like this he does need a break, it just does not feel 
deserved. 


Halfway Rock is too big of a place for anyone to try them. 
Honchkrow's gone, Bisharp's gone, none of his bosses are going to 
do anything about him being here because the only one left will 
never ever get her claws dirty. He is the head Honchkrow now. Even 
if he does not share the responsibilities nor experience, he has the 
hat - every 'krow loves the hat. 


If he was the sappy sort he could see it as Honchkrow watching over 
him from the beyond. 


He's doing a lot of thinking, about Honchkrow, about spiritualism. 
Masters is right, he needs a drink before he becomes a full on 
Summer fanatic. 


Down the road to the foot of the eponymous rock,they return to a 
nice stop carved into the stone. The Shroud, this strangely smelling- 
clandestine place. The Lizard there was nice to them the last time 
they came through, and she can keep a secret. The two qualifiers 
for Masters, it seems. Where else where they go anyways? 


Masters opens the door, the pinkish lights and smells fill his nostrils. 
He gasps upon entering. 


"Oh." 


What is it now? Lucario barges in, and sees what he sees: a gigantic 
Haxorus leaning over the bar, buying drinks for her and her partner 
right behind one of the curtained off booths. They instantly lock 
eyes. 


"| should've expected you to be the kind of loner who comes to 
these places." She hisses. 


"| never thought you'd drag your girl to a dump like this." He retorts. 


"Oh settle down you two." Salazzle peers up from her book. "You 
loved this place last time, Lucario. Welcome back. I'll have my boys 
fixing up a room for you two straight away." 


Boys? 


A creature conveniently scurries through Lucario's and Masters' 
feets. It's a lizard, like a bite-sized version of the one behind the 
counter with a glowing orange splotch along its darkly-clad back. It 
races upstairs, out of sight. 


Yeah, those look like the boys. Salandit, they're called? Lucario 
keeps the door open for Whiskey as he gallops in. 


"Quite the abode, lady!" The knight bows his head. "Do you care to 
make accommodation for a four legger? | Know it could be quite the 
nuisance." 


"If you don't mind sleeping in an empty booth, | think | can arrange 
something for you." Salazzle smiles at the newcomer. "You two?" 


Whiskey settles by the bar as Masters looks to wherever Halcion is 
going. Lucario sees a pair of yellow eyes peek from behind the 
curtain, beckoning Masters over with a wave. He takes notice, then 
steps over to the bar, showing off the giant pot. 


"You have stone tables, do you?" He says. "Get me some water and 
the same stuff we had last time." 


"Of course we do." She demonstrates, spitting a globule of poison- 
tinged fire on her bar. And like clockwork she fetches bottles from 
behind the bar, filling up a third empty one from a nearby pail. 
"Whatever you cook, | don't try cooking it in cheri unless you're fine 
burning your tongues off." 


Lucario chuckles, taking his red bottle while Masters juggles the rest 
in a bucket. Masters leads them over to the booth, pulling the 
curtain. A giant dragon sits in the back of the circular room, and to 
the right, nearest and covered by most of the curtains is their fox- 
shaped friend. Right, her. Since when did Hal hook up with a 


Zoroark? 


Masters lets him - rather forces him in first - as Lucario slides all the 
way around the circular booth to the big dragon. They exchange 
awkward glances, but are instantly silenced by the loud clash of a 
pot and an unconscious wurmple hitting the table, the plush inside it 
rolling out onto the table. Four bottles around to which Masters begs 
the question. 


"I'm not much of a meat eater. You guys? What do you want?" 
"Sour." Answers the hulking beast. 
"Spicy." Says Lucario. 


To which the Zoroark shrugs, then slides Masters a darkly clad 
bottle. Enigma Wine, right, seeing it gives Lucario memories. 


"This'll make it taste like anything." She says. "Why else do you 
think | am its biggest fan?" 


"Big enough fan to steal it?" Lucario snorts. 
"Yes," 
Wait a minute. Lucario blinks. She is not the one who took it, right? 


"You wouldn't happen to have done a job for someone which also 
happens to involve stealing it out of those snot-nosed scholars?" 


She flashes a knowing smirk. 
"Maybe. Dexys by the way." 
"Rei. | prefer you call me Lucario." 


Then it makes the both of them as ex-wine stealers, small world this 
is. 


Masters nudges the Wurmple over to him, to which Lucario does its 
work, crushing its head, cutting off the unnecessary pieces, putting 
those back into the sack to be thrown out at the earliest 


convenience. Lucario drops it into the metal pot as Masters pours 
the water in, then a third of the enigma. Then Masters places a hand 
against the metal - bringing it to a boil with his fire-type touch. 


As the Wurmple cooks, and the aroma begins to flood their little 
booth, Lucario glances up at the towering Dragon-type. 


"About earlier." 


"Shut up, Rei." Halcion tears the cork from her bottle then just takes 
a swig. She licks her lips. "What matters is that you didn't actually kill 
me. | really don't care. | enjoy beating the snot out of you and I'm 
sure you do too. So let's call it even and just drink, okay?" 


Before he has a chance to fuss, she grabs hold of his hand, and 
drags it right to the bottle. Okay, point proven, Hal does not care. 
She is Hal. How could he forget? 


"Sure, whatever." Lucario snaps off the cork with the back of his 
palm. He begins the spice-filled assault on his senses with a 
similarly massive swig. "| remembered not too long ago you were 
the shorter one of us two, what happened?" 


"| started training, got the daylights beaten out of me. | was tracking 
a criminal when..." 


Halcion's story gets interrupted by the Zoroark's laughter. 


"You had to call on me to save you for once, you started evolving on 
the spot, and you were on the floor twitching like a magikarp out of 
water." Deyxs taps the glass. The third missing from her wine has 
instantly become two thirds, goodness she can drink for a creature 
of her shape. "I tore that Hypno up, remember?" 


"Yeah, | do remember. | don't appreciate you raining on my parade, 
though." She points towards Dexys, bottle in hand. "You didn't 
wanna elaborate about how you, supposed fighting pokemon 
extraordinaire, wasn't turned into glue by his moves. | played it off 
like | was hallucinating, jerk." 


"You may as well have been, you made zero sense, whining about 
your friend over here and everything." Dexys turns the table towards 


Lucario. "Is it true, were you there?" 


"For what?" Lucario glances between the two ladies. "I was pals with 
her for a bit, we used to exchange blows over stupid nonsense, still 
do. You have to be more specific than that." 


"Alright." The Zoroark laughs. "She used to hit on girls, you know?" 


"Oh yeah, that stuff. She was all over everyone who looked like they 
had chances to mingle with her brother." Lucario tries to keep a 
burst of laughter. "You know | would've scored a girl if she wasn't all 
over everyone like a magnet to-" 


"Oh shut up, Rei. Like you ever had a chance in the first place." 


They explode simultaneously. Lucario drowns his laughter with 
spicey wine, while Hal nearly hacks out an internal organ belching 
over the table, laughing all the while. 


It is true though, she did ruin his chances of scoring goodness 
knows how many. Her and her brother's dumb obsession with 
continuing the lineage or whatever those dragons are so crazy 
about. It only bothers a little bit. He is not as crazy over getting 
someone than how he was a couple years back. 


By the time Lucario can think of something to say, the tantalizing 
stench of what is cooking turns everyone's attention to the pot. 
Masters lifts up the curtain and calls to the bartender. 


"Bring some berries over! Can't have meat alone!" 


And within a minute or two of saying this, the Salazzle slides 
forwards with plates and a tremendous bowl forth. The Zoroark pulls 
the curtain over herself like a scared child, dropping it the instant 
she leaves. 


Masters divides up the plates then brings out the roast. 


Bright red, cooked to a perfection, oozing the thick black broth of 
enigma berries from its cracks. The Wurmple looks utterly delicious. 
He tears out his own piece by its flattened head, then hands it over 
to Lucario. He takes three segments, Halcion rips off her share, 


leaving her beloved Zoroark with what's left - a surprisingly sizable 
chunk. Masters nudges the bow! of berries between them all. 


Cheri, Pinap, lappa and the all too common but delectable (not yet) 
boiled Leppa. The berry bowl is the perfect mix for their tastes, 
minus whatever mystery flavors Dexys is supposedly obsessed with. 
Enigma Wine's one heck of a brew. Lucario snags a Cheri berry 
from the pile, letting the spice ooze into his mouth before he leans 
down and tears a chunk from the boiled wurmple 


"Nice 'n sour." Masters says between gulps. 


"Spicy, the way | like it." Lucario smacks his lips. "Almost feels like 
Larvesta." 


"Make me regret being born." The dragon snorts loudly. "I love this." 


And all the while, the Zoroark at the back greedily chomps hers 
down. She pauses for a split second, shrugging like a child 


"What did | say?" 


Laughter explodes across the table. Lucario takes a swig, then 
another. The cheri brew sends the hotter chewy meat down his 
throat. His head begins to throb, his senses start to smear together. 
A giant dragon nudges him into the shoulder as he almost giggles 
like a child. 


"Hey, Hal! What's the matter?" 


"Look, look look." She slurs. "Forget about everything that's ever 
happened, | just wanna let you know. You and |? We go back, and | 
have your back 'cause of it, got that?" 


"| didn't think you were lying to me when you said you didn't hold a 
grudge." Lucario stuffs his rambling mouth with a swig. "But great to 
know you won't try to ram your thick head and horns through my 
chest. You're gonna apologize for earlier?" 


"Oh no, you deserved to get your rear handed to you. Will you 
apologize for all the punches you threw at my face?" 


"Never, it was fun hearing you scream." 


Laughter explodes from them as Halcion pulls away, the scrap of a 
Wurmple hanging loose from her maw. She says something to the 

Zoroark, then cups her face. They lean in, and embrace each other 
in a drunken kiss. 


Lucario looks over, he sees Masters with his head in his hands. He 
scurries up to him, and wreaths his arm around the ghastly fire-type. 
The hatted exploder exchanges an odd look into Lucario's similarly 
crimson eyes 


Lucario's drunken senses take hold. Lucario leans in, and Masters’ 
finger halts his lips. 


"No." He whispers to Lucario sincerely. "Not yet . Not till you and | 
are done with this. Save it for later." 


Before he has time to fuss, Masters lifts a bottle up to Lucario's lips. 
He bites down on the glass, then lets it flood into his mouth, shutting 
his eyes as he drifts off into a drunken peace. 
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50 - Ruins 


Chapter 50: 50 - Ruins 


Masters and Lucario continue the hunt, coming across a peculiar 
ruin. 


No, he hardly remembers a thing from last night, the only 
recollection floating through his brain are Hal yelling tons, the 
Zoroark wrangling her, and general fuzzy sensations of merriment. 
Lucario flutters his eyes open, finding himself strewn across the 
bread, the Typhlosion a comfortable foot or two away from him 
clenching the blue dolly again. 


What is with him and this thing? Why does it have a Murkrow hat 
now?. 


Lucario shakes himself awake, fluttering his eyes open as the Fire- 
type next to him worms further into his covers, slurring like a child. 


"Good morning.” Masters speaks groggily. "You really drank a tonne 
last night, you know." 


"Really?" Lucario lets out a sigh, kicking his legs off. He feels his 
head pounding. "I don't... | don't think | remember a thing. You and | 
were having tons of berries, eating, then like..." 


"Yeah, you passed out right afterwards. We started talking tactics 
and all that lovely stuff and you kept nodding along. | didn't know 
you were done at the time, so we kept going and going, and talking 
about all sorts of things. You started crying... goodness." 


Crying about what? Well, he has a fair guess. Lucario gulps, a dry 
feeling scratches his throat. 


"That's enough about that, though. Hal and Dexys said they aren't 
looking for the gears any more, they're looking for someone, 
someone to put under. They didn't want to say what because it 
would've spoiled the mood apparently, but we are not on their hit- 
list, quite the opposite." 


"Dexys told us to keep on using that badge." Masters reaches to 
Lucario's chest, where there is now his steed's pink badge, 
plastered right up against his chest. Guess he stole it last night. 
Whiskey apparently fell asleep real quick. "We will find the gear this 
way, finish this... dumb hunt of ours." 


The gear hunt, yeah. A fairly dumb hunt which has already resulted 
in so much pointless turmoil. He Knows why he wants the gear, but 
still, the question lingers. 


"You never told me." Lucaro begins to speak. "You never told me 
what you want the gears for you... everytime | ask." 


Right on queue, Masters is out of his covers, already strapping on 
his gear in a sudden rush. He glances back at him. 


"That's not important." He says, slapping on his hat. "We're gonna 
get you those gears, we're gonna beat whoever's collecting their lot, 
then we'll come out as kings or something, or..." 


He seizes all movement, and his eyes stare off into nothingness. 
Masters expels a deep sigh, then moves to the door. 


"Let's go." Masters says. "I'd rather not find out who could be ahead 
of us." 


The brief journey takes them north once more. It seems all they 
have been doing lately is bouncing back and forth from the southern 
greens to the dark and terrible north. At least this time, they have 
something pointing towards their goal: the badge.. There is one 
person this badge could be pointing to this way: one with their prize. 


"So, how bad is the person we're looking for if they got the ghost- 
lady scared?" Lucario says, picking out bits of leftover food between 


his big metal teeth. "Don't tell me we're suddenly chasing down 
villains out of a guildie book or something because I'm still 
recovering from what a pain Louisa was." 


"You seem to know a thing or two about the criminal underground." 
Masters snorts. "Dexys said the person is the same type as Bisharp, 
we'll leave it at that." 


So they are chasing madmen after all? Fun. Lucario spits onto the 
ground as the Rapidash keeps them along this stony, cold road. In 
the snow-covered mounds ahead, more and more bits of angular 
rocks protrude. A ruin? Ruins typically means dungeons - the homes 
of these gears. 


Lucario looks down. The badge they were given swirls around, 
keeping it pointed in the relative direction they have been travelling. 
It took hours of fidgeting with it to get the needle pointing the right 
way and since coming here it has gotten more and more "active". 


They pass through an arc of stones, the ground becoming steep. 
Their steed stops, letting out a defeated sigh. 


"Sirs, this is as far as | can take you." Whiskey looks to Lucario for 
forgiveness. "Much too deep and iced over, | would endanger you 
both by attempting the climb." 


Lucario slides off, Masters alongside him 


"| didn't expect you to come with me." Lucario says, clipping the 
badge back on the Rapidash's mane. He gives the stone arch a light 
shove, it doesn't budge. Good cover. "Stay under here, we'll be back 
soon as we can." 


"Aye, sire. Though | must protest, | have been becoming quite 
lonely." The Rapidash takes up position near the arch, settling next 
to a large stone. "It has been long since | have gone on an 
adventure with you two." 


"You wouldn't be fond of the people we run into." Masters smirks, 
dusting off his ragged cloak. "Hal and Dexys are the exception. The 
fellow we met in the society? He'd want your head mounted." 


"A fair assessment, sire Masters." Whiskey chuckles. "Even the 
ruffian's men proved troublesome in Lapis Town, keen on burning 
everything to the floor, including yours truly. Should have brought 
some rope with me, mayhaps | could have reeled you from the 
dungeon sure to be ahead." 


"Appreciated, but I'm sure we can find our way out if we happen into 
one." Masters glances to where they came. What land is not 
covered in snow and ice, is adorned with patches of white moss and 
ruinous stones. "I'm more concerned about us being followed. If 
someone does happen to come after us, could you come after us?" 


"Of course." Whiskey nods. "I can walk across the ice fine without 
you two on my back, though the way back would be perilous. 
Though | doubt it will be the least of our concerns then." 


With a wave to Whiskey, Masters begins up the rocky path. Lucario 
follows closeby, following in the hot footsteps left behind by his fiery 
friend. As they crest over one hill the road continues downwards, 
passing through rocky arches and by statues crafted by travellers 
prior. Bits of rusted metal, trinkets, and scraps of black cloth rest 
around each shrine. This is a ruin of a sacred place to whom Lucario 
has no idea nor cares about. 


They pass by one of these mounds. A shrine sits with a metal 
plaque embedded into it and strewn around it are long sticks of 
metal.. Lucario ignores the plaque right in front of him and pulls one 
of these things from the earth. 


A completely metal spear, the length completely rusted, the head 
adorned with a torn black cloth. He sees Masters roll his eyes. 


"Hey!" Lucario says, spinning the chunk of metal in his hands. It has 
the same weight and heft as a bone rush if he still used his as a 
plain old staff. "This thing's cool as winter, don't tell me you wouldn't 
wanna have one yourself.! 


He holds the rusted spear in both hands, stabbing the air next to 
Masters. The Typhlosion is unamused, gesturing at the plaque in 
front of him. Lucario squints, giving it a read as Masters narrates. 


To those who have perished against the light thy armaments here, 
to be remembered from now unto ever. Thy sacrifices fuel the 
knight's ambition - let it empower all who oppose the wretched light. 


Lucario plants the spear back where it belongs with the dozens of 
weapons and armors of its fallen fiends. He's not going to be 
haunted, not today. 


"You said the Knight, Halcion doesn't shut up about him. | think his 
name is Zekrom." Lucario glances between the plaque and the old 
explorer. "Since when did you learn Unown script anyways? Nerds 
only know that nonsense." 


"A thieving friend sparked my interest and | took up after him." He 
smiles upon mentioning this person. "We might be running up to 
militant ruins. If any ghosts are here, they will be well trained, same 
for ferals. The Sea and its mystery dungeons slow age to a halt, 
don't be surprised if we bump into something with a pointy stick." 


"So what? You're saying there's gonna be warriors from billions of 
years ago running around?" Lucario snorts, backing away from the 
cobbled together shrine. "Is this why Hal let us run off? Because she 
expects to become food for whatever's out here?" 


"No, nothing like that, Luc." Masters huffs. "If she had wanted us 
gone | promise you'd be floating in the Quartz river right now. | didn't 
think we'd have to fight armored warriors, but here we are. The 
possibility is not zero." 


Masters collects himself, breathing out a warm tuft of fire. He 
beckons Lucario, and Lucario follows. The pair continues down icy 
roads, hopping onto each stone as if the pillowy white clouds were 
molten lava. 


Down this hill they see another arch, this one leading into what 
appears to be the remains of a temple or something of the like. They 
approach, the walls stretch high over to an arched ceiling, and snow 
peeters through the cracks in the roof like raindrops. Rows of 
benches and coffins lead their way to a large podium with a ring in 
the stone for a huge being to stand. There is another arch opposite 
of the stand. 


Wherever they are on the dusk continent, Lucario and Masters are 
most certainly in the heat of things. Behind those pews, through an 
arch, they can see even more similar ruins going on forever. 
Masters, the only one of the two who cares about this place's 
history, walks up to the podium. 


"There's some metal tablets here." Masters looks over to Lucario. 
"Can | read them to you?" 


"You can, | don't care." Lucario begins searching through the 
temple. "I'm more interested to know if they've been buried with 
anything good, you bet?" 


"If you get cursed, don't ask me for help." 


Lucario scoffs, turning his attention to one of the various stone 
coffins slotted into the walls. He finds the one which looks to be the 
least rotted, then with his fighting-type strength, slides it out. The 
coffin slams against the floor with a deafening thump. Masters 
pretends to shut out the graverobbing. 


The lid over the coffin is mossy, overgrown, and worn at its ends. 
Lucario manages to wriggle free enough to peer inside. The sparkle 
of something gold around a dead thing's neck makes the thief crack 
a smile. 


"Hey, 'M! Got something here!" 


He looks towards the podium. Masters in on the floor. A chunk is 
missing from his shoulder. 


Lucario forms an aura sphere without a thought, keeping it close in 
hand while his senses die out and Aura Sight takes hold. Masters 
still has his ghostly aura coming from him. He is 


"Alive". Something dark and vengeful is by the way they came in. 
Lucario gets a read then unleashes the sphere. 


It hits a shimmering Protect shield. 


"Had you been there with your friend, Rei, it'd be over. Nice and 
quick." 


The sinister voice eats right into Lucario. His aura senses flick off, 
sight returns, and standing in the archway, is what remains of 
Bisharp. A fire had melted his helmet, hot steel pouring down his 
face till it hardened, covering everything under the helm other than a 
single feverish eye. 


"How?" 


"Reviver seeds." Lucario can see through Bisharp's melted as it 
spews vitriol. "Saved my life, couldn't save everything else." 


"Is it your plan to throw it away again? That's what is about to 
happen!" 


Light pours in from the hole in the ceiling, lighting up the body of 
Masters strewn at the podium's base. Lucario books it straight for 
Masters. The fur on his neck rises up, why isn't Bisharp trying to 
stop- 


A loud whistling screams past his ears, and a chunk of molten rock 
barely misses the podium. Fire spews everywhere. Lucario blinks, 
the meteorite is gone. 


Oh great, he can summon meteors. 


Lucario grabs the body of Masters and drags him the long way 
across the temple. Bisharp reaches into a quiver, then throws an 
Iron Thorn. When it hits the wall behind him, Masters twitches and 
billows out a smokescreen. 


"Aurasight." Masters groans. 


Without missing a beat, he switches over his senses. He sees the 
figure of Bisharp observe the mist. He throws a thorn through the 
fog, hitting the pews, overshooting his pace. And through the 
confusion, Lucario barely manages to carry them out the front door, 
flicking his senses back to normal upon the cold winter light hitting 
him. 


There are ruins strewn all around, walls, large stones which 
assuredly once used to build whatever it is. All along this place 
between the hills, chunks of white masonry nearly blend into the 


snow. Lucario throws themselves behind a massive series of pillars, 
going through an opening in the short wall which runs between each 
in the colonnade. Masters is able to get back up on his own; chunk 
missing out of him be damned. 


"| was lucky it was more fire than stone." Masters pops the last of 
Mismagius' colour down his throat. His undead body begins to stitch 
itself together. "Knocked me on my back, scared the daylights out of 
me, but I'll be fine." 


"Great! Good for you!" Lucario motions to the thing tied underneath 
his cowl. "You're the one with the smarts here, what's going on? 
Gear nonsense?" 


"What else can it be?" Masters answers. "I don't think he has two 
abilities, | don't believe anyone does. This is the same stuff as last 
time." 


"Then how do you explain being able to throw stars down from the 
sky? What, is he a Dragon-type now? Did we get on some deity's 
bad side?" 


"If you did, we'd be done for." 


Perhaps out of pure fear now, Lucario looks up. Suddenly, a yellow 
flame lights the sky, and an object comes falling towards them. 
Masters already has him by the arm, dragging him to an adjacent 
Column. 


It cracks the earth, sending rocks flying outwards. It hits where they 
were, beating into the stone around it like hailstones. A blink later, 
the damage is instantly undone. This feels like Bisharp's gear 
alright. 


Lucario looks past their cover to see Bisharp stepping down from the 
temple. His eye glares through him. 


"Do you care for a history lesson, little Rei?" 


Lucario is about to shout something back when Masters snaps his 
mouth shut. "Let him ramble." the Typhlosion whispers. 


"Long before we were ever here there once was a stone tower so 
vast it stretched to the stars. Its name was Destiny Tower, and it 
was where the people of the world went to commune with a higher 
power. Someone didn't take kindly to the idea of a being out there 
making decisions for us. His army tore the tower asunder, and it 
came crashing down to the earth, turning swathes of continents into 
ash." 


"Fittingly, or perhaps on purpose, his little place here was right in the 
path of it. For everyone, this means this place is a mystery to be 
gawked at and for the boss you betrayed to fawn over. For his men, 
it became its grave. And for you: it means fiery death." 


Bisharp unsheathes an Iron Thorn and sprints for their run.. Masters 
spits spectral fire into his hand and hurls it just as the sky lights once 
more. Lucario runs out of the meteor's incoming path, right into an 
Iron Thorn. 


It impales his upper leg as Lucario tumbles face-first into the snow. 
The meteorite hits the pillar, and Masters throws himself in the way 
of the scoring hot pebbles, absorbing the blast. Bisharp closes the 
distance further, and Lucario forms a bone club, ripping out the thorn 
with his other hand. 


Lucario gets to his feet. The fire Masters threw hits a Protect, turning 
to harmless smoke.. Masters holds his fists together and lightning 
begins to crackle. 


"Plan?" Masters says. 


"Separate him from his gear." Lucario states. "And for you: try not to 
get slashed again." 


An awful, wrenching snap is heard through the smoke. A thorn flies 
out past them followed immediately by Bisharp. Night Slash streaks 
towards Masters, Lucario blocks it with his club, and Masters’ fists 
slam into Bisharp - the sparks exploding as they beat his metal skin. 


One, two, three. Masters gets a barrage in before Bisharp crosses 
his arms. Masters fists collide with Protect while Lucario hammers it 
with his club, failing to break through. 


An orange shine activates behind the shield. Bisharp holds a gear in 
one hand, and in the other, the broken half of a thorn. 


By time Lucario hears it whistling, the pointy end of a thorn has 
flown out from the blue into Masters’ back, going straight through the 
ghost-type to converge with its other half. Bisharp drops the thorn 
and brings down a Night Slash. 


And without a second thought, Lucario throws himself forwards, 
tackling the Bisharp to the snow-laden floor as Night Slash hits 
somewhere which doesn't matter. Lucario starts raining down Bullet 
Punches, every one aiming for the orange glow clenched in 
Bisharp's gauntlet. 


His fists pry Bisharp's fingers apart. Lucario is able to wrestle his 
palm open. He reaches for the prize as Bisharp raises his opposite 
hand. He chops down, hard.. 


Brick Break hits Lucario's arm. Pain races through Lucario's body as 
he reels back, his arm bent and dangling in ways he never thought 
imaginable. Every twitch in his warped Imb feels like a hundred of 
the thorns being driven through his skin. Rei screams in agony. 


Bisharp worms away from him, dragging himself across the ground 
to the nearest broken pillar. His gear shines, Lucario throws out a 
pathetic Dark Pulse with his good arm, failing to even hit Bisharp as 
he is whisked away by his gear, restoring the pillar to former regal 
self - tossing himself to the opposite side of the wall. 


Lucario turns around, throwing himself against the fallen pillar as 
sees Masters on the floor, clenching a piece of fabric close to his 
chest. He looks towards Lucario with a blank look in his eyes, 
managing to get out only one word: 


"Rain." 


Rei races past him to the area between the columns. It was probably 
a temple or some other fanciful place. 


Right now, it is a battlefield. The remains of a roof are strewn around 
them, providing ample cover between the snowy mounds for him to 


dodge a thorn - Bisharp standing at the opposite end. Lucario is the 
only obstacle between him and the wounded explorer.. 


The word lingers. Rain? What do they need rain for? It is way too 
cold up here for it to even rain. It's unlike a fire-type, ghost or not, to 
be asking for bad weather. 


His time to think it through runs short. Lucario readies up an Aura 
Sphere as Bisharp begins his charge. If Aura Sphere connects - 
which it will for sure - he will just shield it. It is not going to work. 


Lucario lets the sphere run loose, chucking it wildly at the mound in 
Bisharp's way. Stone and snow fly into his face. He shields, the 
snow blinding him for the precious seconds Lucario needs to catch 
up. As the veil lifts Lucario is there, swinging a club. 


Bone Rush connects. He hammers straight into the Bisharp, going 
for the gauntlet, trying to tear the gear free with blow after blow. 
Bone Rush snaps. Lucario takes the broken piece and slams it into 
Bishop's hand, pinning it to the wall between the colums. 


Right in time for him to see a lovely glow coming from above. 
Bisharp pulls hard on Lucario's bad arm and he falls right into him. 
His arm wraps tight around Lucario's neck, turning his head to make 
sure he gets a lovely view of his fiery fate. 


"You could have turned your bounty in, live your life cushy and 
comfy." Bisharp's fingers reach up, poking at his hat. "Don't think 
because you were his precious little boy things are gonna be 
different, you're about to end up like every stupid bird who wears 
this hat. That's just how this world is. And if you had left this life 
when you had the chance, you'd live to see past today." 


"I'm no different. I've accepted my fate, and it's about time you do!" 


A cold glow presses against Lucario's neck. Lucario looks at 
Bisharp's arm. 


Ruts eats at the gauntlet against his neck and strength returns to his 
crippled arm. Enough for him to rip himself free and throw Bisharp 
forwards - straight into the comet. 


The comet shatters into a hail of fire, the effect quickly, and 
suddenly disappears. Bisharp recovers, the gear shining through a 
hole the rust ate through his hand. He lands not the least deterred, 
angrier than before. 


Lucario no longer gives him the light of day, he spins up another 
Aura Sphere then shoots it at the snowy floor. A light shines, and the 
snow his move scatters instantaneously falls back into place. No 
more rain; now snow. Lucario still charges in. 


Lucario's Bullet Fists hit against a barrier. He needs only one hand 
to summon up a Protect shield. Bisharp raises up his gauntlet once 
more. Another Brick Break comes down. 


It hits an arm, utterly ruining it. He nearly blacks out from the pain 
swelling up inside him but pulls through, tapping the gear hidden by 
his cloak and restoring life to the shattered arm at the cost of 
another's. Free at last with Bisharp where he needs him, Lucario 
unleashes all he can. 


Bullet Punch after bullet punch rain down. One after the other they 
strike Bisharp's metal flesh, failing to even dent his 
defenselessness. 


"Give up!" Lucario roars. 


He senses the flare overhead. A meteorite is coming, because of 
course it is, he does not have the time. Lucario forms a bone club 
which upon swinging, explodes against the protect barrier. 


"Give up already!" 


His fists beat against the metal wall. The force of a million punches 
fails to even harm the thing below, but pushes Bisharp even deeper 
into the stone floor. Bisharp laughs. He can take this, he can take as 
many as he needs. 


His fists are burning, his heart is racing. Lucario lets out an earth- 
shattering scream, tuning out the comet and his imminent demise 
altogether. His hands feel like they are about to melt, but Lucario 
presses through his own ichor flying out from his wounded knuckles 


with every senseless punch. 
When suddenly, a spark ignites. 


His hands glow with thunderous energy racing between them, arcs 
and currents traveling through the brass wiring which are his foul 
colored bones. He pulls back a fist, lightning coursing through it, 
then lets loose the inspired might of Thunder Punch. 


The single blow shatters the molten helmet, then another, then 
another. Lightning races across Bisharp's metal skin, frying the 
delicate creature underneath as his laughter turns into screams of 
pain. The molten visage turns into a pulp, each furious punch 
pushing him further and further to death's gates. 


Then with one final strike, he paints the ruin beneath Bisharp a 
mortifying red. The comet comes down, hitting Lucario square in his 
side. He is thrown away, hitting the floor as a misshapen mass, his 
body burning from the impact. 


The Gear falls out of his burned cloak, so too does the mega stone. 
Lucario takes in a wheezing, painful breath, and looks to Masters. 


Only to find something tall, dark and resembling a walking shadow 
lording over the unconscious Masters. His body too weak to move 
as he watches as this thing extends its long glowing claws towards 
Masters' neck and rip two time gears from him. The figure, 
appearing like a bipedal creature dawned in a commander's 
garment, turns its glowing blue eyes towards Lucario and the 
defeated Bisharp. 


"You're Rei, aren't you?" She speaks in a strange, calm tone. "You 
have my thanks for collecting the gears for me, and | shall grant you 
mercy." 


She takes a step away from Masters. Long, almost insect-like stilts 
protrude from her dress, stabbing the ground as she stands tall. She 
reaches into her coat, pulling out a seed which she chucks towards 
the barely conscious Bisharp. He instantly stuffs it into his mouth, 
chewing down, undoing all of Lucario's work with a simple Reviver 
Seed. 


The figure pulls on her coat body, revealing two gears in her 
possession already.. 


"I'm assuming you believed there were twelve, so did I, but there are 
fewer/." She ceases holding her jacket, letting it hide her 
assortment. "You don't have to believe me, but my goal for these 
things is an altruistic one. | do not want power, or fortune, both of 
which | already have in my guild far from this world." 


"But | seek to close the barrier which allowed me to come to this 
world: The Sea. The same construct which eats away at your reality, 
slowly and surely assuring a world where no light shines." 


"D-... D-" 

She looks down behind her. Masters, near her feet, stirs to life. 
"Darkrai... since when did you care..." 

This Darkrai gives him a perplexed look. He caught her by surprise. 
"Pardon?" She says. "You're the first to speak my name." 


Masters worms about, and this Darkrai, intrigued, lets him slowly get 
his bearings - still sitting himself flatly along the floor. He stuffs the 
cloth in his hand back into his hat, keeping it nice and safe. 


"Since when did you care about stopping a world of Darkness? | 
thought you were all over this idea, you loved it, you almost had me 
helping you in ensuring it." 


She continues to eye him. 


"Perhaps you are mistaken. The world of darkness is an inevitability 
in your land, there must have been another of my kin who attempted 
to rush it, am | not wrong?" 


"You don't sound like him. He was more determined than you were, 
and wanted to stop some light stuff at any cost. You're not him, you 
never could be him, so what are you?" 


Both Lucario and Masters stare her way, spotting the emblem 


encrusted on her chest: a blue diamond surrounded by wings of 
gold. Wherever she is from it is the same place as Whiskey, Dexys, 
and possibly Louisa. This is Darkrai, but not their Darkrai. 


"| am Darkrai." She states for them all to hear. "My aim is to put a 
halt to this Sea and save you from the clutches of the outside world. 
You may be of interest to me, but | have no quarrel with you." 


She goes to step away on these long legs, and Masters reaches out, 
seizing her leg. A Dark Pulse instantaneously forms in the palm of 
her hand as she points it down towards him. Masters pulls, dragging 
her to the earth, just in the nick of time. 


CRACK! 


A familiar sound echoes all around them as a water bullet pierces 
straight through Darkrai's face, barely grazing the fire-type 
underneath it. She throws herself away from Masters, transforming 
into a gelatinous muck along the floor, dashing past masters, 
through Bisharp to the gear Lucario dropped. She lets out a vile 
hiss, appearing from the floor for a split second. 


"Fulfill your part of the contract, Bisharp and return to me." She 
speaks. A hole in her visage oozes out foul fluid. "The safety of this 
world does not wait for the likes of you.” 


And Bisharp, after consuming the seed, rises to his feet. Darkrai 
swiftly flees the scene as Bisharp stomps towards Lucario. 


Lucario looks back, Masters faces him, then nods solemly. His 
words echo. "Rain." 


Mustering up what strength he could, Lucario forms an Aura Sphere. 
Bisharp forms a protect sphere preemptively as the move careens 
past him towards a mound of snow, kicking it up, and just as quickly 
being shoved back into place by Bisharp's gear. 


Another CRACK echoes in the distance, hitting the shield asBisharp 
instantly retaliates. A familiar pink lizard is revealed next to Masters. 
An iron spike protrudes from his stomach, fluid spilling out of Louisa 
like a red geyser. 


He crumbles instantly, keeping both his hands on the wound. 
Membranes flick over his lizardy eyes and two pink dots glare 
towards Bisharp with unmatched fury. Bisharp ignores it, turning his 
full attention to Lucario lying half-awake at their feet. 


"Do you remember what you and your partner did to me? Did you 
even care? Do you not know what it is like to have your body melt 
before your eyes? | am glad to show you, Rei." 


Bisharp weakly reaches into his quiver, popping a large, orange 
seed into his mouth. A Blast Seed. He is going to burn him alive. 
Lucario stares up, watching Bisharp clamp down on the volatile 

seed. Fire builds in his mouth, then... 


"Ark!" 


A light shines in the distance. Louisa stands. The ichor pouring from 
his wound has turned everything in its path a translucent red, and 
between his hands conceals a glow. 


"Hoo boy. There are two things | can say: gears nary affect living 
targets, and your boss would most certainly have destroyed us all if 
she knew what | had." 


Bisharp remains frozen, his eyes widening as he towers above 
Lucario. Never once did he picture himself to be glad to see this 
lizard again. 


"You could have returned the earth to a state where it wasn't raining, 
or restore the snow to prevent me from causing snowfall: my fellow 
explorers in the society you callously attacked have told me this 
much about your ability. And thanks to Glenn, | found out your 
limits." 


"| let the thorn pierce me, so | can camouflage it in plain sight. And 
as for the seed, well..." 


A bright, fiery light shines through Bisharp's exposed jaw. The Blast 
seed, having been punctured, slowly lets loose its burning material. 


"The second a blast seed is chewed into it lets disperses its content, 
and had you not tried to burn Lucario alive, this had never worked." 


Louisa extends a long, lizardy finger towards Bisharp. "I froze the 
Blast Seed in space with my Time Gear! That heat you feel now are 
the trumpets of your demise! You're the one who doomed yourself, 
Bisharp!" 


The heat builds and builds. Bits of molten steel begin to seep 
through the hole in Bisharp's maw. The fear flashing across his one 
exposed eye says all: he knows these are his last moments. He 
erupts into screaming anf flame. 


"Rei! You impudent mutt!" 


A Brick Break comes plummeting down to Lucario's neck, and 
instantly, a well-placed shot from Louisa sends his hand tumbling 
out of Lucario's way. Mustering up all the strength he can, lightning 
begins to race between his fists, and Lucario lets loose. 


One, two, three, he tears apart his chest armor - the bits of blades 
flying off of him with every true strike. Four, five six, the electrified 
punches to Bisharp's stomach send him lurching forwards. Seven - 
the final powerful blow shatters his helmet - sending him careening 
backwards as the Blast Seed ignites. 


"Worthle-" 


An explosion shatters their ears. Bisharp hits the floor. Where there 
was once the smug, sneering face of a steel-type, now lies a 
smoldering crater. Bisharp is no more. 


Lucario draws a long, much needed breath. Louisa creeps past his 
partner towards him. Rei reaches for his stone, then plucks 
Bisharp's gear from his remains, throwing the troublesome metal 
Louisa's way. He catches it. 


"Take it." Lucario says. "You deserve it more than | do." 


Louisa examines it, then looks towards Bisharp's rusted corpse. 
Louisa grumbles. 


"I'm glad you have learned some kind of lesson, but | need yours. 
Where is it?" He looks back to Lucario with a scowl. "My baby girl's 
hurt because of you, there's nothing we have which can reverse its 


aging. If you are sincerely sorry and half the man you've shown 
yourself to be, then come with me and heal her." 


The gear, his gear. Darkrai took it. Masters speaks up for him, hand 
reaching out. 


"He doesn't have it. | know someone who can heal her, you just 
need to trust me." 


The Inteleon stops in his tracks, finally taking the stained thorn out of 
his gullet and letting it clatter to the floor. He flashes looks between 
the two, scowling at Lucario, looking perplexed as his companion. 
Finally he moves towards Lucario's friend, extending a hand. 


"Your friend's changed." 
Masters looks past the beanpole, smiling at Lucario. 


"| would hope so." 


51 - Band of Thieves 


Chapter 51: 51 - Band of Thieves 


The crew is finally brought together. 


// Final Chapter before the five part finale, gonna upload those back 
to back with a day or two between each post to give me time to 
double think any editing choices. Nuts we're at the end. 


Louisa leads the road forwards, his sail-like crest flailing in the wind, 
and eyes occasionally glancing back at the injured duo. The invasive 
thought of jumping him with three on one has absolutely crossed 
Masters' mind, but he's since locked it away alongside every other 
possible qualm he may have had with their strange lizardy friend. 


Masters glances at Louisa. The wound still gushes despite the Iron 
Thorn missing from his gullet, painting his entire bottom in invisible 
ink. Poor man. 


"You need me to take a look at it?" Masters says, letting Lucario 
drag him along the frosty stones. "| can cauterize it, you know.” 


"I'm aware." Louisa says. 


They leave the temple through a stone arch, passing by more and 
more till the hill of weaponry is long past them. Despite Masters 
being hit by an actual meteorite, it is Lucario who appears the worst. 
His arms, though working, are bent in ways they should not. The 
cuts along his body, while minimal, are numerous. Masters offers to 
carry him, but he refuses. 


Below, after cresting the hill, sits Lucario's steed and two familiar 
figures. Lucario groans, Masters smiles. 


"| would scold you for following us, but I'm happy you're here." 
Masters speaks, waving. 


The two wave back, not even looking at the strange new Lizard with 
them. As they roll up adorned with wounds, Whiskey peers at the 
arrivals nervously. 


"You can fix him up," Lucario waves weakly, "not like he has much 
to steal anyways." 


Whiskey's horn glows pink. He brings it near to Louisa's stomach, 
closing the wound in an instant. Bleeding's stop, goodness, still 
looks like he is missing the bottom half of his body - camouflage 
saving them from having to look at the gruesome sight until it 
inevitably dries. 


With the Lizard fixed, Masters turns his attention to the others. 
"What are you two doing here?" He asks. 


To which Dexys drops her Mienshao mask, flashing her irksome 
badge. Whiskey lets out a dramatic gasp. 


"Ah! Another torchbearer!" Whiskey glistens with glee. "I thought you 
were pulling my leg trying to trick me last night!" 


"And... why would | trick you?" Dexys responds. 


"Fair point, Dexys." Whiskey speaks her name like one calls to a 
friend. "I've just come to expect the unexpected from this world. My 
memories are muddled, and seeing you again arouses mixed 
feelings from my heart." 


"Make us both." Dexys sighs, leaning against one of the ruined 
columns. "Did they tell you | left before everyone? I've had time to 
piece things back together, find someone who could hide me, lose 
them. She was aware enough to come and track me down so | think 
she's the exception to this amnesia." 


"Who PA 


"Guildmaster - The Torchbearer." She spits. "Don't tell me you 
don't..." 


"Darkrai." 


Everyone's eyes, barring Lucario's, turn to Masters at the drop of her 
name. Darkrai must bring up more memories than just his ones 
about a fifteen year old deal turned sour, a deal he refused for what 
he thinks is the better of the world. Palkia would not have come for 
Darkrai had he... well... 


Masters swallows his emotions, then continues. 


"The Grass Continent had the displeasure of one who was trying to 
create a world of Darkness, one without light. He wanted freedom at 
any cost, just like that Knight." 


"What do you mean?" The Dragon of the group snarls, a hand from 
the Zoroark keeps her from getting closer and doing something 
stupid. "The knight would never put his world in jeopardy, he swore 
against outsiders, outside influence. Why would he wish for a world 
of Darkness?" 


"| don't know, Halcion. Don't hate me for getting the message out 
fifteen years too late." Masters shudders, gripping what was once a 
gaping hole in his body - the Colbur's done its job finally. "It was far- 
fetched then, it is still far-fetched now, not even Dialga had any idea 
what was going on - they were too busy trying to keep time from 
falling apart.” 


On one hand, his words did not even reach the zealot staring him 
down. They do hit the ears of the Lizard, who, breathing heavily and 
using their steed as leverage, speaks out. 


"There aren't many people in these lands who know even half of 
what you do, Masters, and fifteen years in the past is a very specific 
date to name." Louisa takes a deep breath, wheezing. "I know what | 
know because | was the head of a society, | got to know these 
things you're slinging around through having spoken to Winter 


herself. She's real, as real as this Darkrai, Dialga, or your Zekrom 
once was, and what you're talking about is the reason why she 
remains in solitude - even from her own followers who made a whole 
temple for her." 


"People whose ambitions would ruin this world, whose selfish goals 
only seek to get them a throne of power. Is this idea of a world not 
one Darkrai would have ruled?" Louisa motions weakly at Halcion. 
"He latched onto your knight's ideas for his own gain. Removing this 
world from outside hands is not unreasonable, Darkrai's idea of it is." 


"Just look at the trouble this other Darkrai has caused. This hunt has 
to be her doing, or at least, she has to be the one to sew the thought 
in the Krows' mind..." 


"| was first to run into a gear, you know." Lucario, at last, speaks up. 
"Hal busted me. | know my old boss is a madwoman about old 
artifacts but even this bounty is way too much for her. She had to 
have known." 


"This new darkrai tore through a whole town without mercy, stole the 
gear from me after | beat Lucario silly." 


Halcion, of course, slides something in there. Masters sees Lucario 
just rolls his eyes. 


"| know her abilities, and what they do. Touching her means death, 
she can put you into some kind of coma while her gear lets her do 
some jumps to where she was earlier." Halcion shows her shoulder 
to them, a faded wound blemishes her armored scale. "Minstrel 
saved me with a racket band. Other than guzzling chesto like it's out 
of fashion, Keeping away from her is the only way to keep yourself 
from joining the fishies." 


How familiar, an ability to send those into comas. Poor Azurill. It 
could be the ability of every darkrai - beings of the night who cast 
any foe into a neverending nightmare. Masters has some 
experience with it, though, he has never had the misfortune of falling 
under its influence. Cole died at the hands of Palkia much too soon 
to oppose Darkrai himself. 


"Sounds like Darkrai. Minstrel made the right choice..." Masters 
mumbles aloud. He looks to Dexys. "Does it sound like the 
guildmaster you are in fear of?" 


The Zoroark nods. 


"Thanks to Louisa's impeccable aim, we know she can be hurt. Her 
kind is far from invincible, else why on earth would the one | had to 
deal with be so scared to fight a little Quilava?" Masters laughs 
through the direness of all. "We'll find her." 


A dense pause follows suit. The winds of the northern land blow 
over, and the sound of snow racing along the icy earth sizzles all 
around. Three wounded, two in much better shape, Masters takes a 
look at their chances then at their steed who watches his lord 
carefully - waiting for so-called "sire Lucario" to give the queue to 
leave. 


The many different explorers, now a quintet whether they want to 
say it or not, look at each other. Their badges make them alla 
target, Masters can name only one place safe for them right now, 
and without Lucario's Gear, it so happens to be the home for the 
only pokemon who can mend a temporal wound. The question is not 
if Masters can trust them; it is up to the others. 


"She's ahead of us by a great degree. | heard her talk. Once she 
realizes she's two short she'll come searching for us." Louisa 
coughs, his body trembling. "I'm willing to trust you two, Typhlosion 
and Lucario however." 


Masters bites his tongue, here is his chance. 


"Three, we have three actually. The two you have and one we have 
saved so we're never truly done." Masters steps towards Louisa, 
and grabs him by the arm. He guides Louisa to Whiskey's back, to 
which he climbs up, accepting the offer. 


"| can take us there." The Typhlosion nods at Louisa. "We'll get your 
partner on the way through Lapis Town. | just need to know if | can 
trust all of you." 


Hal and Lucario exchange a glare. 


"It goes without saying that | trust you, Masters." Dexys nods 
towards Masters, then turns her gaze to the wounded Louisa. "Me 
and my partner could care less for the gears. We want Darkrai gone 
and dealt with, that's all." 


Her answer is an answer which seems to satisfy every party. Dexys 
taps her partner's shoulder and leads the way through the snowy 
earth, quickly strapping on her old, familiar disguise. 


Masters follows, and Lucario thereafter. Although his arms are 
certainly a gruesome sight, his legs are fine enough to keep pace. 
Together they all make their leave, abandoning this temple for good. 


The winds continue to breeze, cutting through the evergreens as the 
glow of the Rapidash shines across the snowy landscape from 
behind. Each step they take brings them to whence they came, soon 
they will happen across the road right Lapis Town. Surely there are 
safer, more clandestine routes, but this Darkrai of Another World 
would not be dumb enough to strike them on a well-travelled route of 
all places. 


They pass by a sign pinned to a tree. "Shungite Shrine" the sign 
reads in crude Unown lettering. Does every place here need to be 
alliterative? They pass onto the beaten highway, the two up ahead 
chattering amongst themselves. 


Masters looks at Lucario. He nudges him, then whispers. 
"Do you trust them, be honest." 


"| trust they will get me closer to the gears." He says flatly.. "Isn't this 
what it's always been about, you and me? Getting them all, using 
them? We're not better than this Darkrai but | can sure trust you're 
not gonna use it to try and become king of the universe, or whatever 
she wants." 


They have been over this, yes. One question in particular still dwells 
in Masters' mind. What happens if they are used once? Do they 
disappear? Can he even share this wish with another? Masters' aim 


with these gears, well... he's starting to become unsure about. It 
remains a constant in his mind, buzzing all the time these blasted 
artefacts meddle with the lives of everyone around them. 


"What about the deal you mad-" 


"What about it ?" Lucario snarls beneath his breath. "I want the 
gears, | want all of them. | will get them. Trusting Louisa and them 
gets me closer to them." 


"| don't even want the wish, or their power. All | want is for Honch or 
| to have amounted to something. You or my mistress can have 
them afterwards. | need to feel them in my hands - once before 
everyone else - to Know I've won." 


A new word, Mistress. Lucario ignores the confusion on Masters’ 
face, looking straight through the duo to what lies ahead. In 
Lucario's deep crimson eyes, Masters sees a determination he has 
seen only fifteen years ago - in a prince's cold, dark gaze. 


"The only person | trust in this world is you, Cole." 


The doors to the society open, then close again. Out walks Louisa 
holding a grotesque thing in his arms: a Sneasel, or what was once 
one, having been aged beyond any sense of recognition. Her claws 
have torn through her fingers with their growth, her fur having lost its 
dark luster and fallen out. She does not seem to move, she barely 
can breathe. With what strength she has she uses it to look 
Lucario's way, letting out a pained, vengeful breath. 


Masters sees Lucario ignore her. Now as Louisa has the strength to 
walk, their journey is little less than a few more minutes down this 
frozen river. What remains of Sneasel is hung across whiskey's 
body as the group continues unperturbed through the never ending 
night. 


Perhaps due to good timing or having beaten every other 
competition to a pulp, there is no one to interrupt their journey all the 
way to the frozen shores. Reaching them, Masters digs into his cap 


to brandish a cloth. He lights a flame in his other hand, holding it up 
to the symbol like a lens. 


A beam shoots out through the symbol into the horizon, and within 
minutes of seeing its beckon call, a figure floats from out the the 
Sea. Lapras makes not a sound as he swiftly glides ashore, 
surprised at the sight before him. 


"Well, it has been ages since | had brought quite the cargo with me. 
Lapras gives each of them a warm wave with his flipper. "The last 
time | had more than you and another, t'was..." 


"| know, a while ago. Are you still able to carry these people or am | 
going to start to draw straws here?" 


Lapras chuckles warmly, the massive water pokemon beckoning 
from the water's edge with a flipper. 


"Don't expect me to be nearly as swift as | usually am." He glances 
at the Inteleon. "Should your water friend not mind, he can simply 
hold on and float till we cross over The Sea itself, would save me a 
few pounds of heft." 


"I'm... not as heavy as you'd think." Louisa speaks. "But..." 


And he is first, laying his tiny companion close to Lapras’ neck. He 
merely grabs hold of one of the dozens of protruding lumps from 
back of the large pokemon, then allows himself to float in the ice 
cold waters. The rest climb aboard, finding whatever is comfortable 
on the massive creature's shell. After all of them settle, Master 
waves at Lapras, and he begins a long trek across the water - 
practically gliding above its surface with unmatched grace. 


Finally able to sit somewhere, Masters closes his eyes. The 
exhaustion from the battle slowly takes its hold over him, and he 
fades away for a split few moments of pure nothingness. 


Till of course, he opens his eyes to the bedazzled sounds of his 
companions looking all around. Hearing the winds racing past them, 
he opens his eyes to find them right on Hidden Land's approach. 
Louisa has his entire tail garroted around Lapras neck in fear of 


falling to the abyss while the others gawk at the sky below. Lucario 
is, aS to be expected, trying to pretend as if he does not care. 


As they arrive on the landing Louisa practically leaps onto the dusty 
red earth, the others departing from the Larpas' back in timely order. 
Halcion carries the Sneasel now. Masters waves a short farewell, 
then leads them through this strange place. And save for a few 
snide comments from the bigger of the two lizards how the hall of 
murals should a hundred percent consist of her favorite, oh so 
special Knight in shining armor, they reach the pyramid and begin 
their climb. 


Slowly, rising to the top, they pass under the odd tree's glistening 
blue leaves. Lucario throws his body here, motioning to his steed to 
remain with him. "You got this." He says to Masters, and he nods 
back, leading them down the pyramid to where a garden of brilliant 
pink leaves awaits. 


And there, past a tunnel of trees, a friend awaits him. Celebi sits by 

a fountain as pedals rain down. In her hands is the shape of a gear. 
She probably knew they were coming since the moment he brought 
up the idea of coming back. Seeing the four strangers alongside her 
only comes as a slight surprise to her. 


"Oh dear!" She says, looking straight at the barely conscious 
Sneasel. "Let me have a look at her, please? 


Halcion immediately lays the poor thing's body on the fountain's 
edge, and Celebi flutters over, leaving the Dark Gear to sit where 
she stood. A glow begins to radiate from her pink antennae as her 
hands traverse over the Sneasel's wounds, making her missing fur 
grow back before her eyes, her claws trim and her muscles 
rejuvenate. Healing these impossible wounds is no different than a 
Heal Pulse to her. 


"Don't count on her waking for a moment, these things take time." 
Celebi smiles. She flutters back to whence she was, kicking her feet 
carelessly off the fountain's edge. "It has been a while since we had 
such a crowd in the Hidden Land. Did you make some new friends 
since you were gone, Cole?" 


Masters looks at Halcion, who under her deep red cape, sits the 
garish yellow pattern of a racket band wrapped tightly around her 
neck. Minstrel's doing, probably. He is the only person who would 
know to deal with a curse like this. 


"Friend of a friend, her." Masters motions at the Dragon. "The 
Zoroark's an actual friend, and you can consider the water-type a 
work partner." 


Lousia nods. 


"Wouldn't have it any other way, boy." Louisa approaches the 
fountain, giving his companion a careful examination. "| mean this in 
the nicest way, | take you're not exactly a normal healer, are you?" 


"Normal healers don't travel through time on a whim, don't they?" 
She laughs. "My name is Celebi, has Cole introduced me to you 
yet?" 


"Didn't know his name was Cole till you said it, pinkie." Halcion 
snorts. "I'm Hal, she's Dexys." 


"Louisa." The Inteleon answers. He sits himself down by the 
fountain. Between large gulps of freshwater, he speaks. "I'm sure 
I've heard your name before. Were you involved with what 
happened here?" 


"Of course | was!" Celebi giggles. "| had my husband-to-be come 
and help put things back together, Cole too, they both did a fantastic 
job keeping Temporal Tower from collapsing." 


"Wait a minute." The Dragon steps towards the Typhlosion. "You're 
that person? You did that?" 


Does she mean he is the one who solved this? Yes, well, not really 


"| don't like to talk about it for this exact reason, | hate talking about 
it." Masters comes close to rolling his eyes. "Long painful story 
short, | am that person you think | am, people forgot about me, and if 
you want a history lesson ask Celebi instead. It might be your only 
chance. We're getting what we need here and going tommorow." 


"Oh? You mean the time thingy right?" Celebi produces the Black 
Gear from behind her. "I figured out a few things. This little one right 
here was so fussy, didn't want to give me any ability.” 


"Because | already had one when | found it." Louisa clears his 
throat. "By taking that gear from its place, it went inert. The one we 
had in the Society was also one | first touched, | didn't want others 
to get an ability from them..." 


"Clever." She says. "This one isn't useful on its own, but | was able 
to find two things: first is that it tends to get brighter in places of 
temporal foolery. | brought it near the big tower in the sky and it lost 
its marbles. And two: I'm fairly sure there are less than | had 
thought." 


"How many have you found so far?" 
They have three, they lost a tonne already. Masters thinks. 
"Eight, there are at least eight out there." The Typhlosion answers. 


"Perfect, lines up with what | managed to squeeze out of Dialga up 
there. You were closer than you thought, eight may actually be the 
number." She nonchalantly lets the world know she's been talking to 
someone considered deific, and continues to speak. "| may or may 
not have to swing around a favor - that favor from him, Cole. But he 
did tell me, so that leaves us..." 


Masters feels a brief, sinking sensation flutter in his stomach. 


"| wonder where | could possibly go to use these magical gear- 
thingies that happen to be, well, the most distorted place on this 
rock?" She looks skyward. "Oh golly, where would | ever go?" 


"| get it, Celebi." Masters chuckles softly. "| don't know if there's 
many ways to get out into the Sea short of throwing yourself and 
praying, the person we're looking for is... in a predicament." 


"Oooh, what person?" She gives Masters a long look over. "Did she 
rough you up?" 


"She did with these three, she has most of the gears, and it seems 


to be a problem." Dexys speaks for their behalf. "| can talk your ear 
off about her later." 


Thanks, Masters nods at the Zoroark. 


"So how would she get into the Sea, anyways?" Masters asks the 
crowd. 


"Considering how many of his things I've seen, how many of his 
ruins and weapons and the actual one of his roaming around." 
Halcion speaks up. "I may have an idea." 


The one of his being the Luxrary Masters let loose. As if letting out 
an ancient warrior was not going to bite them in the shins later on. 
Halcion crosses her arms and continues. 


"Stories said he went from land to land with his knights on a vessel 
which could cross the seas, it's how he got to the Sand Continent, 
how he arrived to the Dawn Continent to mess people up, then to 
wherever this Destiny Tower place is." She looks up into the sky 
where the gargantuan pillar floats on its isle, shadowing the hidden 
land with its gaze. "Like everything else lately, | think it's a little 
ridiculous myself but things were different in his time. Explorers of 
the world were his knights. They were chivalrous, honorable, armor 
was fashioned and weapons were wielded. The Knight having a 
fancy boat is somehow the least implausible thing about him." 


"| could ask Minstrel, I've had him looking for stuff about the Knight 
for ages. He owes me. If not him, then..." 


She reaches over, tapping her partner's badge with a soft click. The 
purple gem at its center whirls. 


"She'll lead us right to it. That interloper still needs our gears, she 
may just be waiting for us. I'm liking our odds, you?" 


"There are worse odds, certainly. | highly recommend we attack in 
threes." Louisa splashes water over his wounded gullet, finally 
standing up to his feet. He groans. "| have water camouflage, | can 
find a way on board my lonesome and ambush her or disable this 
possible ship from its innards. You - Hal and Dexys - can either do 


the same or attack her outright. This leaves you, Masters." 


The fires on his head flicker with anticipation. Of course, he and 
Lucario are not known to be the stealthy sorts: melting icebergs and 
burning down guil- societies in their wake. His flames make Masters 
a searing purple target. Then again, who else has more experience 
than him with her ilk? It has to be him. 


"I'll ask Lucario, although | know what the answer is." Masters stares 
down the pedal path to the pyramid awaiting him. "I didn't get a 
chance to fight the one | had to deal with. Don't even know if this 
hypothetical ship is-" 


"You guys are driving me crazy, talking in circles." Celebi giggles. 
"Just say her name already!" 


"In a moment." Dexys holds out a claw. 


"Well, | have someone who does." Halcion pins her badge off her 
chest. "I'll send a message to Lunatone, they'll go poke Minstrel for 
us. I'll have them tell him it's urgent, I'll even drop a Masters in there, 
is that good?" 


Masters blinks. He has no idea the badges here have this ability. 
"Good," he says. 


Masters turns around, walking to whence they came. Soon as his 
back is to them he hears Celebi going off, utterly chewing their ears 
out with whatever nonsense she has to ask about Darkrai and the 
secrets they want to know about this mysterious ghost. He has a 
story, it is worth telling, it is not worth going through the painful 
motions for the thousandth time. 


Masters climbs the steps. Atop, glistening cobalt leaves line the 
stonework, and waiting for him by the tree is Lucario, standing 
against it - staring at the tower at the sky forbidden by all to set foot 
in. After carrying them for so long back-to-back Whiskey is already 
in a deep slumber on his side of the tree, giving the duo their long- 
needed privacy. 


Lucario breaks the silence with a sigh. 


"| assume you've come up with a plan, right?" He says, his gaze 
focused on the tower. 


"One sort of fell in place." Masters speaks. "Louisa is the one who 
put it together." 


Masters joins Lucario in his stargazing. Where they are, so high 
above the world, the stars seem close enough to grab them. Of all 
the times he has been here, the sight of the tower standing among 
the heavens has never failed to awe him. If only the rainbow 
stoneship were active then perhaps they can go even higher and 
reach the sky Lucario seems so entranced by. 


"Things are going to be rough, aren't they?” Lucario says. 


"| have no doubt. We're going to take her down, all of us. She aims 
to put a halt to the Sea and free us from the outside world. | don't 
have reason to doubt her other than her being our enemy. | would 
want nothing else than to see the Sea stop for a moment, to give us 
some time to figure it out, but..." 


Masters' breath wavers, he collects himself. 


"| Know what happens when it's tampered with. | stopped time from 
standing still, | made a ‘sacrifice’. Like closing a dungeon on a scale 
| can't understand." 


"She's going to make the same decision I've made. | know where 
she is coming from. | made the same choice when | was in her 
footsteps..." 


Lucario snorts. 
"Of all people, | thought you'd be on board." 


He would, by all means he would. Fifteen years of believing he had 
doomed a future civilization while destroying the lives of countless 
families in the present, he thought it was all for a better cause, but 
the world Darkrai wants is inevitable. This Darkrai... not her - he is 
no longer here to take the reins of the world. The world Masters 
delayed ensured those in the future would have a chance - they are 
better off, seemingly. 


But the lives of all those people in the Sea of Time - all of those 
explorers looking to save those trapped within and the families 
swimming across the temporal waters - they no longer exist. Their 
blood is on his hands alone. His flames dim. 


"| Knew what | had to do - | did it - and it's haunted me since. | don't 
believe for a moment she will come to regret what she is about to do 
by halting The Sea. She can run the numbers all she wishes, she 
could try to convince us of a greater good. | know she'll never look 
back and regret it. 


"It's what separates us; why | have to stop her." 


There's a pause before Lucario speaks again. He pulls up his 
scorched poncho, revealing something pressed against his neck 
with a purple cloth. He pulls it out. Shining in his palm is a mega 
stone. 


"| still have this. | need to find a way to use it, and when | do this 
Darkrai is done. The Gears will be mine." 


Mine . The way Lucario talks makes Masters shudder. 


"What you said earlier - you don't actually care about those Gears, 
do you? You don't have some kind of bigger wish or plan, right?" 


Lucario gives him a glare, like he was stupid for even asking this. 


"Sorry, I've... these Time Gears - black and the ones stored up 
there." Masters nods at the tower in the sky. "They have been more 
trouble for this world than they are worth." 


"I'm on your side. How many times do | gotta say that?" Lucario 
sounds tired, not necessarily appalled by Masters’ insinuations. 
"Want me to punch it into your face?" 


"You can explain why you started throwing Thunder Punches at 
least, that was you who put Bisharp down, right?" Masters snorts. 


"Wish | knew how, maybe you've rubbed off on me or something." 
Lucario smirks, stuffing the Mega Stone back under his neck. "I've 
had to watch you do it how many times? | swear it is the only move 


you know sometimes." 
"If | used Eruption more we'd have a fried Lucario on our hands. 
"Guess | should be thankful." 


Lucario does not sound it, but he flashes his shiny teeth at him. 
Message on his big chompers aside, Lucario seems like he means 
it. 


"One more thing | have to ask, then." 


Thinking about Lucario still perplexes him. Rei wants to prove 
himself, for what? Masters has no idea, He has never been in the 
same boots as him, never, even before meeting that stranger on the 
beach so many years ago. He can barely remember his upbringing 
before then, other than the fact upon discovering this strange 
fragment he has sworn to himself and to everyone he would one day 
be an explorer. 


Years into the future, he is living his childhood dream. And he can 
continue living this dream until his soul gives into despair. He is 
immortal, at least in a sense, and with everything a bright eyed child 
would have once wanted, he feels... 


Empty? 


They're still staring into the sky, the pauses between speech and 
thought seems less unnatural than usual. Masters musters the 
strength to speak. 


"Were you-" Masters stutters, "you were being honest when you said 
I'm the only one you trust. Right? You were being truthful?" 


"Finding it hard to believe?" 
Lucario chuckles in the face of Masters' dread. 


‘No. | don't. | just want to know why. There is one person who 
trusted me wholly, who followed me everywhere, and who taught me 
to be who | am, and that person is no longer with me." 


The feeling runs deep, he can feel the dryness gurgling up in his 
throat. Masters takes in a sharp breath. Tears start to welt, 
memories start rearing his face, all of whom he manages to push 
down for enough of a moment. 


"Well..." Lucario's voice slows. "The last person | trusted was 
Honchkrow till... all of this happened." 


"You on the other hand, you're different. | don't know why you want 
those gears, nor do | care, and | haven't really bothered to take a 
dozen stabs at it. You want them for your own reasons, you've made 
this very clear to me and everyone we meet. And unless the 
situation falls on deception to save us, you aren't out here spitting 
nonsense to people. You tell the truth, you stay truthful." 


"| don't know if your aim with the gears is "pure ". You yourself, 
you're "pure". You've stayed pure since the second you scraped me 
off the floor. You aren't trying to hold them all for yourself, you aren't 
gonna pull a fast one on me and tell me why you need to give up a 
thousand lives with your gears to make us all safe. | Know who you 
are, through and through. You're the same Masters who looked at 


some pathetic idiot and said 'yeah he can stick along’. 


"You've been through a lot, I've gotten to learn this about you, 'M. 
You don't need to spend hours telling me why you do the things you 
do." 


"That's why | trust you. You're the only person | have left, for you I'd 
do anything." 


Lucario draws a deep, sullen breath, pulling the wide brim of his new 
hat over his eyes. He flattens against the tree. Either the noise they 
made or Lucario's weight stirs Whiskey awake, and his mane lights 
up like a bonfire. 


"Sir...'tis not even morning, what troubles...?" 


"Nothing at all." Lucario smirks, facing Masters. "Masters is to escort 
you downstairs to meet and sleep in Celebi's garden for the night. 
This is an order, your lord demands some peace and quiet." 


The Rapidash groggily rises onto his hooves. Walking around the 
tree, he reaches Masters’ and cradles his neck underneath Master's 
arm. The Typhlosion exchanges his partner a knowing glance then 
leads the horse downstairs. 


After all they have been through, who is he to argue against Lucario 
demanding a bit of alone time? He hardly had time to properly 
grieve. This is his final chance before everything spirals out of their 
control. 


Lucario's eyes flutter open to the sound of tiny wings buzzing into 
his ear. A moon crests the tower above, and the leaves around them 
illuminate someone. Celebi is here, smiling in his face. 


"| was wondering what you were doing up here all alone, Rei. 
There's all sorts of goodies down there, | got you wine, and berries 
and - you know!" 


He groans. 


"| told you not to use that name." Lucario shuffles, pinning himself 
more upright against the bark. Whiskey is nowhere to be seen atop 
the pyramid, it is just him and Celebi up here. "What brought you 
back, worried about me?" 


"A little bit" 


She hovers down, lying on his lap. She pushes her big round head 
into his fluffy chest. Part of this still feels a little weird to him, 
especially after some news about her love life he more or less 
pieced together himself, but does he hate it? Of course not. He 
loves it. 


"You know, last time... I've been... feeling a bit weird about things." 
"About what?" Celebi smiles up at him. 


"How else do | say this? The only people | let this close are those I'll 
never see again. | have no problem running into them, things feel 
weird for me if it's someone I'm going to be calling friend and 


knocking down their door every other day.." Lucario bites down on 
his tongue, trying not to pierce the thing. "Masters is the exception - 
he's uh... harder to explain." 


"You're talking in circles, Rei." She giggles. "If you don't want me 
here, | can always go y'know? | don't want you to feel 
uncomfortable." 


Lucario squints. 


"You sound like you're manipulating me, are you trying to 
manipulate me?" 


"No. I'm not like that. Maybe a little, but..." 


Her face flares up, red rushing to her cheeks. The little antenna 
flicks nervously as she faces away from him. 


"| don't know how to say this without Grovyle sounding a bit weird 
but... he won't exactly be born for another hundred - | don't really 
know how many but a long time - years." She taps her fingers 
together nervously, her emerald eyes dashing between Lucario and 
the stars. "I travel from era to era, get to know all sorts of people, fall 
in love, or maybe just become friends with them. I'll always be 
around till Dialga has enough and smites me, but he's way, way too 
busy to bother with little ole me." 


Celebi sticks her tongue out to the sky, mocking the deity in his sky 
tower. Lucario just laughs. He has not a lick of understanding on 
how people like her see this world, he can never pretend to unless 
for whatever reason he dies and wakes up a ghost. 


He is simply gonna assume she is fine with this, so he breathes a 
needed sigh of relief. 


"Whatever, | take it you're lonely being up here, I'm lonely too, only 
ever got Masters to keep me from going crazy." Lucario gives her a 
crooked glance. "Is that why you came up here last time?" 


"Erm... not really." 


"What about this time?" 


Celebi nods, then simply falls onto his chest. He barely knows what 
to do with this tiny deity in his arms. She whispers to him. 


"Cole's uh... not nearly as interested, he's more friend than 
anything. But you, Rei, you really don't seem to care I'm a - you 
know - immortal. You have this attitude about you | find very, very... 
er... intriguing? Is that the word?" 


Celebi's wings beat, bringing them face to face. Her little hands hold 
his big snout. Lucario can hear his heart raging. 


"Just tonight, okay?" She says. 


"Yeah." He says like he didn't say this to a bunch of people before 
her. "Just tonight." 


She embraces him, and Lucario leans in, planning a kiss on her 
smiling face. He shuts his eyes as every care in the world bleeds 
away. 
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52 - The Sea Part One 


Chapter 52: 52 - The Sea Part One 


First group, Masters and Rei. Beginning of part 2's finale. 


"Hey, hey! Careful with that!" 


The Cyndaquill rips something from his partner's hands. The 
moonlight, peeking through a cross shaped window shines down 
into their dorm. He lays the thing down - a rock with one perfectly flat 
side. A pattern etched into it catches the light shining through the 
window. 


"This is my good luck charm." The Cynadquill chirps. "I can't let 
anyone touch it, not even you, okay? I'll seriously go nuts if it goes 
missing." 


The cyndaquil's partner says something to him, something which 
makes his tiny eyes open with anger. 


"Hey! It is important okay, it means something to me - that's all that 
matters! I'll find the secret behind it some day then me and you will 
be filthy rich! People will call us the greatest explorers on this 
continent, | promise!" 


The little cyndaquil closes his eyes, throwing himself into the hay. 
He rests peacefully. Then, his eyes open once more. He reawakens 
as Typhlosion on the white shores of a familiar place, his fiery mane 
a ghastly purple. 


He gurgles and spits, stirring to newfound life. A vague memory 
rises in the ghost-type's mind as he drags his finger across the 
damp sand - scorching a pattern into the earth - a familiar, lucky 
pattern. 


And then, he would take it to cloth, sewing it himself into fabric so 
the symbol may never become lost again. Holding it in his hands, he 
clutches it close. 


Weary and worn by travels, the Typhlosion rests in a tent, drifting in 
and out of consciousness as he grips the symbol close. The rest of 
the strangers in the Hidden Land have fallen aslumber. Memories 
flash by as fermented berries she summoned begin taking their toll. 
Soon he will lose consciousness for good or at least until Lucario or 
someone pokes him awake. 


He looks across the garden. Halcion and Dexys are asleep together 
among the flowers while Louisa keeps his head buried in the icy cold 
fountain. Guess water types sleep like this - drowning alive. Before 
he shuts his eyes, a "hello" from Celebi stirs him awake. 


"H-Hey!" Masters stirs, looking at the grass-type land next to him. 
"What's your problem?" 


"Nothing, you're the one who had asked me about your Scream? 
You gonna fall asleep on me?" 


"| didn't plan to." Masters blinks. "What's up with my scream again? 
I'm holding on by a thread here, you'll have to be swift." 


"You were telling me how it was happening more? How when you 
saw in the future it was only bad things? Like a night slash hitting 
you or your water friend, Louisa, causing a mishap." 


This drags up a vague memory of some kind. It's still all fuzzy up 
here. 


"Oh yeah, | do... What's the deal, Celebi?" 


"So... the deal is that your Dimensional Scream has changed. It 
seems like you can only see misfortunes now, future things destined 
to hurt you or whoever's close. | guess you can think of it as these 
dark gears' version of the scream, and I'm pretty sure it's why | had 
such a bad feeling about these gears." 


"Call them instincts, or a sixth sense, | just get some bad vibes from 
them - you know?" She brings out a gear, placing it in his hand and 


wrapping his fingers around it, her hands quivering. "I think Dialga... 
he would say the same thing about it." 


The metal in his hand feels colder than ever. Its glow seeps through 
his fingers like dark, orange tendrils. Masters thinks of their target, 
and of dialga. 


"You told me there's only one of you before: only one Celebi - one 
Dialga. Doesn't that apply to all of you... higher people, legendaries 
or whatever they call you? I'd call you deities but | am not a prayerful 
man." 


"You are correct.” She relinquishes her fingers from his hand, 
nodding. "If there were more than one Dialga out there, another of 
me... er... | wouldn't even wanna think of how things would be." 


"The reasons as to why aren't known. | always assumed this rule is 
the work of whatever's above all of us. | don't think it has a name; it 
probably doesn't want one. Whatever it is, | know this thing to be the 
same force which brought..." 


His old partner, the outsider. There is no need to say what he is to 
Masters. 


"Probably.." Masters bites on his lip. "Then explain Darkrai." 


"Oh, him? The old one or the new one? The old one got sent across 
the universe forever by the guy you're not a big fan of. It's old news." 


"And as for her: the slot was open for someone to take his place. 
Simple as it could be, she just came from another world to fill up his 
empty spot." 


"Fantastic." Masters groans. "What about this new Scream? Can't 
call it the Dimensional Scream anymore, it's different. 


"| don't know, not like it has a name yet. How about the Calamitous 
Scream?" 


The Typhlosion snorts. 


"Dramatic, did you spend the last week thinking that one up?" 


"... maybe." 


"What did you see this time?" 


As places and people, pasts and futures, race by Masters' mind - 
the voice of Lucario returns him back to reality. Masters takes a 
deep breath, awakening in a cold sweat, his entire body shaking. His 
legs can't stand straight and he crumbles onto the nearest wall, 
breathing frantically. 


The ground beneath them snakes, like sand or snow grazing its 
surface. The walls are jagged, smoothing over then reutnring to their 
jagged selves in a countless cycle 


Never has he seen a dungeon like this, not even Temporal Tower 
compares. The ferals here have been donned in ancient armor, 
wield weapons which rust upon touching the distorted floors, and 
speak, speak. 


The ferals' screams haunt him as they rave about interlopers, 
frothing at their mouths. What they've spoken to masters and 
Lucario in their delirious states are things he would never repeat. 
But they have reached the dungeon's end. Pushing past the 
dungeon is no more difficult than everywhere else he's been 
through, they even managed to hold onto a Reviver Seed after 
losing most of their equipment to the onslaught. 


The dungeon has opposed little obstacle to Masters. 
So why is he about to collapse? 
"M-" 


A pounding deep in his heart drowns out Lucario's words. Licks of 
fire are starting to fly from mouth as he breathes faster and faster. 
The beating in his heart rages as everything in the last few days is 
rising up from his gullet to his throat. Everything is telling him he 
can't do this. Turn around; don't go on. 


Lucario grabs his shoulder. A cold, icy sensation gushes through 


him. His breathing slows. The feeling is neither better or worse, but 
it's different enough to get his act together. Masters looks at Lucario. 


He can tell just by the way he is staring at him he wants to tell him to 
pull himself together or to remind him again about "keeping 
memories out of this" - some goal orientated stuff like this. Yet he 
keeps his hand there, and only moves when Masters finally gets 
himself together, continuing down the dungeon path with a heavy 
step. 


"Don't run in without me." Lucario says from behind him. "You gonna 
be okay? | swear you were using the scream till we got here, | 
wouldn't have asked if-" 


"I'll be fine." 


Masters doesn't sound confident, but they are too late into this 
dungeon to argue. Masters can see a light flowing in from ahead, 
the reflection of a watery cavern bouncing off the walls. Masters 
takes the moment to collect himself. 


As much as he wants to push this all behind him, he knows Lucario. 
He won't focus unless he has his answers, it will bother him till either 
someone knocks him out or in the extremely rare case - he forgets. 
Lucario is much too determined. He needs some kind of, well, 
anything. 


He knows what he has seen. It plays hundreds, if not thousands of 
times in his mind. No matter what his ability shows, hee cannot 
prevent what he sees, only mitigate it. They'll find the way to prevail 
past his vision. This is the lie Masters tells himself. 


"|... saw... | Saw the boat up ahead." Masters says slowly. "She is 
going to be there, waiting for us. It's not as distorted at the dock, 
which must be the warship's doing." 


An inert gear, a badge, a single reviver seed, a Chesto bottle to 
share, and a mega stone. These are the tools they have to make a 
miracle. The scream he cannot afford to use again after what he has 
seen. 


"All that time to confirm the boat's there? Could've used that hours 
ago." Lucario looks down, Whiskey's badge still leads them 
forwards. "Scared?" 


He grins. Those stupid teeth say the same old message. If Lucario is 
scared, he is truly amazing at hiding it. Must be bloodlust; has to be. 


"No." Masters answers. "We have no time to be." 


Lucario laughs. He passes into the light, dragging Masters with him. 
Masters shuts his eyes for a split moment, and takes a breath as he 
reaches the dungeon's end. 


Sorry, Rei. I'm a poor liar. 


The three things Xatu's badge is pointing at have to be Dexys, 
Lucario, and Darkrai. Everyone is already in there, the path is clear 
for Louisa to bring up the flank, to find his own way through this 
peculiar cove. 


Pillars of stones stand around him. Unlike the ones in the temple 
these are twisted, warped, stretched out like pieces of candy. None 
of it makes sense. The ground, pitch black - slithers past his feet like 
a hundred little serpents. It is not windy, at least not as much as any 
other place by the Dusk Continent's cold waters. The air has a 
constant howl; it sounds like breathing. 


Minutes after walking, Louisa finds hoofprints in the sand. One look 
at them confirms them to be Whiskey's, the weird rapidash loyal to 
Lucario. He follows the prints, then stubs something. 


The hoofprints. They've risen? Did they just... 


Louisa looks behind him. His footprints have risen up too, each 
leaving behind this dark puck of earth with his prints embedded into 
them. They have fossilized right before his eyes! What is going on 
here? 


No time. Louisa pushes himself forwards, racing down towards the 
large mound of twisted stone. The cove protrudes from out of the 


continent like the head of a large spear, and the waters around it 
roar, waves crashing violently against the shore. 


Is this The Sea? No, it can't... he had seen it earlier aboard Lapras. 
What is going on here? Why is this segment of coast so strange? 


He has heard of stories of unusual happenings in dungeons. He's 
travelled through countless before, but here he is now paralyzed by 
what feels like an overwhelming sensation of dread. He follows in 
the hoofprints. Spotting the twisted maw of a cavern surrounded by 
an arch. 


He steps forwards, the arch passing overhead. A noise goes off.. 
Louisa spins around, membranes flick over his eyes. Nothing. 


He hears it again, a strange, almost gurgling sound, getting closer 
with each proverbial step. Should he run? Does he shoot it down? 
He looks across the sands around him. There are no steps in the 
sand. 


A chill races down his spine. He can feel something race past his 
frills. A dewdrop forms on his fingertip. 


Another whoosh, like it's gone and circled around. Louisa turns, 
shoots without a second thought. 


Suspended overhead like a being on strings is... himself. His eyes 
are wide, gripping his neck, struggling against something as he 
floats away from Louisa - being torn towards the sky. The water 
bullet, having hit, spills ichor from his chest. Bubbles float out of his 
mouth as he struggles to say something. 


Dread grips Louisa. He makes the mistake of blinking and... It's 
gone. The projection of himself no longer exists, like it was never 
there. 


Was he drowning? What is happening to him? Fear sinks its claws 
ever deeper into Louisa's heart. Don't think, he tells himself - you 
don't have the time, and he races down the path laden by Whiskey. 
He enters through an archway and then throws himself to the 
dungeon's whims. 


He lands into a long straight tunnel. The surroundings have a 
familiar dim glow about them, and at the entrance lines rusted husks 
of armored foot soldiers. It feels like walking into an ancient grave. 
Yet, the howling sound is not present. The dungeon is somehow 
less distorted than directly outside of it. 


He continues his pace, not stopping to make heads nor tails of this 
nonsense. And within moments, he comes across a pink light. It's 
the Rapidash, waiting at where this tunnel begins to funnel out into 
mazelike chambers. He looks relieved to see him. 


"Knightess Halcion and Dexys passed not minutes ago, they left 
searching for another way into the dock from outside." Whiskey 
takes in the cold dungeon air. "This place is vast, much more than 
the ones of my home or the dungeons | had the displeasure of 
visiting in my time here." 


"Odd." Louisa takes up a perch next to him. He can hear it in his 
own voice, he is still shaken by all this. "In all my time as the head of 
investigation in my society, had | never experienced anything..." 


"Were thou witness to visions as well?" 


Louisa nods his head. It does not seem right to leave him here. The 
end of this place is bound to be lest distorted than here or outside. 
Dungeon hunger has a way of wrenching its talons around anyone 
who remains too long, it is just cruel to leave a fellow behind. 


He looks into the maze ahead. There's plenty of unconscious things 
around, dragging Whiskey through this will not be of anyone's 
detriment. 


"Though milord ordered me, | could not stay outside.." Whiskey 
huffs. "| was witness to things I'd never thought I'd see. Past battles, 
futures, different heres and nows. T'was maddening." 


"| only saw one thing and | wouldn't wish it on you or anyone else." 
Louisa looks at Whiskey. "The road ahead is safe. The ends of 
Dungeons are typically safer. They may actually need you up there. 


"Agreed. Although my lord did order | remain here, | doubt he would 


mind my assistance. For all that we know, it may save him." 


Louisa nods. 


Freeing themselves from the dungeon's grasp, Masters and his 
partner find themselves on a pavilion above a great underground 
cove. Light from a distant moon creeps in from the gargantuan 
tunnel, shining on old docks, weaponry and barracks along the left 
wall. Lying at the heart of the cove is a magnificent vessel. A work of 
iron, it is as pitch black as the Sea's darkest depths. Glowing yellow 
globes line the railing of the galleon as well as the dock itself. They 
do not look like any torch he has seen, they seem more like glowing 
contraption. 


Ahead Masters can see something, clear as day, waiting at the foot 
at the docks, and she can see them. There was never a chance they 
could have gotten the jump on her. If she had wanted to surprise 
attack them she would not have waited for them to even enter this 
cove. 


Does she expect to win them over or something? With Lucario with 
him, the chances of her appealing to their senses are out the 
window. No matter how it is presented between them, confrontation 
is inevitable. This just gives Masters the split second to back down if 
he so chooses. 


And Lucario, as typical of him, chooses for them. 


He shares not a single word before he goes racing towards what 
may well be their final moments. Short of throwing an Aura Sphere 
at her, Lucario races to the foot of the docks. It is bloodlust afterall. 


In the moment offered to them by their foe below, Masters spits too 
globs of fire then stuffs them into their respective lanterns. He 
approaches the dock. To his left: a building carved into the stoney 
alcove. To his right: a short dock leading to this magnificent vessel. 


Lucario tries to to move before an outstretched hand halts him. She 
wants Masters, not his mutt. 


Masters arrives, lanterns lighting his way. He feels the gear tremble 
under his cowl. He can't see any on her. Did she stow them aboard? 


He looks his foe down. Dark, and towering, she glows faintly in the 
cavernous dark.. Her hands are polluted with a bright toxic looking 
glow. A single touch from her, according to Halcion, will spell their 
demise. Silence cuts through the air, and Masters is first to speak. 


"What do you want?" Masters calls to her. "| would say so quickly." 


"Your gear.." She folds her arms, her long, insect-like legs planting 
her at the dock's edge. "I have confidence in my abilities, | know 
what | can and what | cannot accomplish. You're heading to a battle 
you cannot hope to win on your lonesome. | Know you have brought 
allies, and through numbers you hope to destroy me." 


Of course she knows they are coming. Right on her admiral coat is 
the badge with a shining blue diamond. 


"This vessel is a marvel of its era. It is largely autonomous. Once 
started, it will take me out into the Sea. There | will close it and free 
your land from outside influence." She glances to the outcropping, 
as if expecting more to show at any moment. "Even the ferals in 
their wild state could see my reasoning. | do not understand why you 
would oppose me." 


Lucario glances at Masters. He is shoving the reins into his hand. 


"| have no idea what kind of world you are from, why you are so 
proficient at what you do, or any of your history." Masters puts a 
hand to his chest. "You're correct in that we are heading to a bloody 
battle, and we both understand what you're trying to do. But can you 
hear me out?" 


"lam capable of seeing reason." She states. "This matter is in your 
court. Convince me, explorer." 


In a simple twist of words, he feels a pressure pushing down on his 
body. He saw what happened through his scream, there is no way 
this does not lead to a confrontation, yet... 


"| don't have a problem with you being an outsider." Masters feels 


the flames on his chest burn. "I've known plenty, they are just 
normal like me or Lucario here." 


"| can't argue against the possibility of something outside of our 
world coming to ours to cause harm.. Preventing that is what | think 
Zekrom wanted - what those ferals you've heard go on about. and 
that's what led to his downfall. You can't bring that kind of change 
without people suffering." 


He may not know the full story, only someone who was there 
alongside Zekrom would know, but the former Darkrai of this world 
she is not. Darkrai claimed himself to be the knight's left hand, a 
man trying to keep Zekrom's torch aflame. And the things this new 
one is spitting out all but fall in line with the same nonsense rhetoric 
as that spoiled prince. 


"When | repaired Temporal Tower | believed what | did was the right 
thing. | put the gears back together because it was the only option. 
When | did so, many people became lost in The Sea of Time - never 
to be found again. | erased a whole future, and | erased countless 
people by putting the gears back." 


"What do you think is going to happen when you use those gears to 
wish the Sea to freeze? People will perish, they will be erased from 
time, and as much as you think your goal is a noble one none of us 
have any idea how many people are going to stop existing." 


"| can't let that happen again, I'm sorry." 


There is a long pause, so deep, silent and poignant they can hear 
the water near the docks. She locks eyes with Masters for a final 
time, then slowly averts her gaze. Shame? Regret? He cannot tell 
what she is feeling, her blue eyes seem blank. 


"Why puzzle yourself with the here and now?" 
A sinking sensation fills Masters' stomach. 


"There will be generations after you who will suffer because of your 
inaction. Around us are the bodies of hundreds who perished in a 
war against the influence of an outside force, who gave their lives for 


it to be for naught. | would not be here if they had succeeded, and 
what right do we have to make the suffering of Zekrom's knights 
amount to nothing?" 


Masters feels his hands move to his hips. He grips his lanterns. 


"lam under no delusion that what | am to do would destroy the lives 
of those wandering the Sea and her dungeons. If there is another 
way, | would take it, but | have spent my time here studying these 
gears -searching for every opportunity | had to abate the baleful 
light. This is the only way." 


"You cannot enact a change upon this world without great sacrifice." 
She places a hand to her badge, gripping it tight. "Though it pains 
me, the fear of what can emerge from beyond the veil outweighs the 
lives of a thousand ferals." 


"Ferals?" Masters scoffs. "What about the explorers? The people 
lost in dungeons? I've spent my entire youth saving those people. 
Do you not think they're worth saving?" 


"Everyone is. But in the face of future suffering, | will not take any 
further risks. | cannot let your world fall victim to outer influence. The 
cost of life is a sacrifice we have to face!" 


"The fall of the meteor woke your deities' hearts, the near collapse of 
Temporal Tower brought on an age of peace and exploration you 
are still thriving in, and the shattering of Destiny Tower by Zekrom's 
hands purchased you your freedom. For good to exist, catastrophe 
must happen and sacrifices need to be made. This is the law of your 
world | had learned through my being here!" 


Her eyes remain still, and true, focused on the goal in Masters' 
possession. Darkrai does not flinch, she does not waver in her 
speech. 


"Give the gear to me, there is no need for more to be sacrificed! 
Give it, and | promise you, calamity will no longer come from the 
outer worlds to yours. I, or others like me who would see your 
world's treasures as a stepping stone in their aims, will not harm it. | 
can stop The Sea. The distortions you are witnessing here will halt, 


and even if it is only for a time, | will purchase your world an age free 
of calamity." 


"Do not force my hand." 


He knew from the start how this was going to end - the scream 
revealed a battle no matter what. A single person cannot make that, 
it has to be everyone's. People have to come together. 


This is who Louisa is trying to stop. Masters takes a deep breath. 


All pretenses of honor fly to the wayside. Masters reaches into his 
right lantern then tosses the flame forwards with a roar. It hits her. 
The whole time, clenched around her badge, she had an orb 
between her glowing fingers and it flew out of her hand. 


It hits a pole behind him, he feels the light go out. She has erased it 
from existence. This is the power Halcion has warned him of. 


She leaps away, crossing onto a dock further back. Lucario steps 
back. Putting his hands together he forms an aura sphere, then 
locks on. Masters pulls out his second flame as the Sphere races 
through him. 


Only to miss. She reappears right on their dock where she was 
seconds ago. Masters lets his flame loose as she simply powers 
through leaping overhead as she extends her hand. She is close, 
too close for him to counter. 


Dark void leaves her palm, and instantly, upon re-establishing sight, 
Aura Sphere comes careening towards its mark. The sphere hits her 
hand, taking the orb with it to a world of nothingness. 


Darkrai lands at the dock's edge. She glances back and is instantly 
blindsided by Lucario's fists - a Thunder Punch managing to make 
contact with her before she uses the force of the attack to reel back 
and slip away like a putrid sea creature. 


Masters hears a loud crash. The light pole returns to where it once 
was, falling over like a sack of bricks. On the other hand, Darkrai 
stands at a distance, a hand over the score Lucario's fist left on her 
fabric flesh. She glares. 


"Wretches, no different than ferals | knew my road would be fit with 
obstacles, | could not fathom the ignorance of this world's- 


"Nobody cares!" 


Lucario runs. He rips a Bone Rush from out of the earth, then 
swings it as he comes into her range. Blindsided yet again, the club 
almost smacks into her. She swipes down, the orb staying in her 
hand, and swipes it out of existence. Masters spits out another 
flame. 


She goes for another scrape with her other hand, but Lucario's 
Bullet Punch meets her first. One after the other his jab hit the 
center of Darkrai's mass. She glides away from him. Two scrapes, 
two hands, which means. 


His flame connects as she turns around. No void to block it. Ghostly 
flames ignite around her she powers through with her typing. She 
thrusts out a hand, a deep, dark presence forms at her fingers. 


It's different. He has seen this before... 


Masters' eyes grow wide. He throws himself backwards off the dock 
as a Dark Pulse roars past him - tearing the dock asunder while he 
smacks against the solid, distorted waters. 


The Typhlosion rolls along the uneven surface, trying to find his feet 
in the unnatural muck. 


He looks up. Lucario runs to the dock, hands sparking with lightning. 
He goes for a thunder punch as Darkrai teleports. Swiping her hand, 
a scattershot of these dark spheres fires towards Lucario. 


Lucario joins him, landing atop of the water, his legs digging in, more 
or less becoming trapped alongside him. They can hear her taking 
her time towards the dock. 


"Luc." Masters speaks, trudging through the waters to the port. "We 
need to get-" 


"You, get out!" Lucario snarls at him. 


A spinning orb forms in Lucario's palm and he punts it into the pitch- 
black water.. Lucario shuts his eyes tightly, yet his bands - whatever 
they are called, don't flow. He is not using Aura Sight; he's trying 
something. Masters should not be here for it. 


Masters is barely able to get his hands on the surface when a 
shadow races overhead. Darkrai, on the wooden dock, extends a 
glowing hand. Ice Beam? No. 


They are already sitting targets in here, damp, cemented in place 
targets. She aims for the meddlesome one. The glow turns into a 
shower of sparks. 


Lucario opens his eyes. His Aura Sphere flies out from under the 
water towards its target, passing overhead just as a thunderbolt rips 
towards him. 


A harrowing shriek hits his ears. 


On dry land, Masters looks to see two streaks of thunder. One from 
her palm, the other from a wire of distorted water tying their fates 
together. His eyes glue themselves shut, lightning streaks between 
his metal bones, and he holds on tight, making sure she shares 
every second of his pain. 


Masters bursts as fast as his feet can take him. When he reaches 
the dock he rears up a powerful punch, his knuckles racing with 
lightning. 


Her eyes turn towards him right as the gavel hits across her face. 
The line she made with thunderbolt is cut. Master goes for another, 
another, striking wherever his fists can make purchase on her wispy 
body. She puts her hands up in defense, but he breaks through her 
defenses, striking the red crown on her neck - cracking the bone-like 
structure and casting her far. 


Like clockwork she reappears in front of him. He goes for another 
punch, but she catches it. A deathly cold palm strikes Masters’ arm. 
The sensation spreads in an instant, gushing over his body like a 
poison. He is doomed. In seconds he will fade into a coma. 


He looks Darkrai in her eyes, they are as wide as a beast gone mad. 
How long can he last after being wounded? 


With all his strength, Masters grabs her hands, practically strangling 
Darkrai by her thin wrists. On the verge of losing consciousness, he 
sees a blue glow overhead. Masters gathers his strength, facing her. 


"You can't use your gear back to back, right?" The Typhlosion 
growls. "Gonna poison me more?" 


She struggles against him. And when he becomes too weak to hold 
her, she frees herself, just as the blue light topples down. 


Aura Sphere finally made its mark. The sphere of aura energy spins, 
drilling into the dark-type's body, tearing into the being's flesh like 
paper until it finally explodes into a shower of aural sparks. The 
decisive blow sends her body inland, smearing the floor with a long 
streak of pitch-black ichor. 


The heat of battle abated the curse by a few seconds. Masters' 
fingers race underneath his poncho till they find a bottle. He tries to 
uncork it, he's too weak. He takes it into his mouth and bites hard, 
spitting out the cork and letting the fluids rush over the rash on his 
arm. 


He goes to take a swig, and the bottle vanishes. Dark Void. 


Darkrai, hand outstretched, rises in the distance. Pieces of fabric 
slag off of her, revealing more of the bone hidden by the garments 
she was once adorned with. Her gear glistens, a pathetic thing she 
had tied to the wrist of her cloth body. The sleeves of her gown were 
able to hide in plain sight. 


As she gets onto her feet so does Lucario, dragging himself out of 
the water onto the stoney port. He looks to Darkrai neither in 
disappointment or fear, but pure, unfettered anger. He reaches into 
his own cape, hiding a Mega Stone hiding in a clenched fist. 


The feeling itself is gone - there may be longer lasting side effects to 
having nightmare poison in his system but what matters is Masters 
is still in position to fight. Despite Lucario reeking of scorched fur 


they are no less worse for wear than their foe. 


Her Thunder Bolt came close, too close. All he is willing to 
remember in those split moments shown to him by the Scream was 
a bright flash, and Lucario... 


It has not happened yet. /t will happen ; her thunderbolt will take 
them. Since allowing the scream to reach through time and space, 
Master has cemented fate. 


There must be some way of defying it. He will take this mortal blow if 
he must, anything to avoid it happening again. 


It should have been him in the first place. 


And with gear in her hands, Mega Stone clutched in Lucario's palm, 
and one reviver seed between them and the grave. This is it. 


53 - The Sea Part Two 


Chapter 53: 53 - The Sea Part Two 


Part Two of Four. Little shorter. Chapter making me contemplate my 
tags/warnings. 


The water is freezing. 


It is the work of a dungeon, Halcion has conquered them time and 
time again, but its coldness bites harder than ever before. She can 
feel it eating away at her, stealing her strength. 


Still, Halcion can hold her breath long enough to see her partner's 
plan through. Speeding ahead, the Zoroark has the three claw 
marks of Louisa's Soak having been used on her. It was used as a 
precaution, but it's given them a chance to circumvent large swathes 
of the dungeon. Through dark flooded tunnels the spectre turned 
sea monster guides her till she suddenly stops. 


The Zoroark says something to her underwater. There are lights on 
the surface above. Halcion is too occupied holding her breath to 
understand what is happening. Dexys grabs her hand and pulls her 
up with her. 


They breach the surface and land... on more water. It feels like 

hitting a swamp, and the second Halcion gasps loudly for air her 
partner is upon her surrounding them both in the veil of her long 
flowing mane - secluding their sound and sight under an illusion. 


"Don't try to make too much noise." 


Halcion looks at her partner. Her eyes shimmer with an unnatural 
film. Webbing stretches between her claws, and the three watery 
gills on her neck run deep into her skin. What a strange ability, 


Louisa's. 


Halcion looks around. They are in the shadow underneath this 
massive ship, and with every step across the distorted water, Dexys 
drags Halcion with her. The Zoroark looks up, having found 
something. 


A chain. 


Dexys ascends, vanishing into the dark of the hull without a sound. 
During the second she has to herself, Halcion's ears catch a 
nondescript shout. A battle is taking place. The acoustics of the 
dungeon garble it into frantic nonsense. It could be anyone. 


It is a risk she can't take. Halcion's claws wrap around the chain and 
she pulls herself up with a mighty heft, barely managing to squeeze 
into the opening above. 


She lands inside with a thud. Her vision takes a moment to adjust to 
the darkness, and when she does... 


Dexys isn't here. 


Lanterns spark to life. Weaponry lies all around her, strewn on racks 
or on the hull's floor, put here without care. The Cargo is strewn 
about. Foodstuff, it seems, except for the four strange barrels near 
the center of the hull - of which smell of sulfur. 


Her whole world shakes. She crumbles as water splashes from the 
hole she climbed in through, and a heavy metal latch above it closes 
on its own, sealing her inside. The ship is moving? How? 


Halcion barely gets her bearings together when light floods from 
above. A door to the deck above swings open. Halcion grabs a 
spear from the floor, holds it out, and waits... 


More voices. Bootsteps beat against the ship's decks, the ship 
groaning in pain as the sounds of a battle reverberate all around her. 
What is going on? Where is she? The answers do not lie sitting at 
the bottom of this place. 


Spear forwards, Halcion approaches the hatch. Shouts, battlecries, 


screams of pain. It sounds like there's hundreds of people right 
outside the door. She reaches the stair as lightning cracks, blinding 
her as she steps above. 


The bottle hits the floor, sounding the battle with a loud shatter. 


Lucario forms a bone club, racing forwards. The Typhlosion spits a 
globe into his hand then throws it ahead, the Infernal Parade 
splitting into a line of three dancing wisps. 


As Lucario races into range, she swipes. His bone club vanishes. A 
familiar trade happens as Lucario goes for the same flurry of bullet 
punches. 


Two hits. Darkrai ignores them. She grabs Lucario's fist, and brings 
Dark Void down. 


The three flames chase forwards. By sheer coincidence, they reach 
her hand - Dark Void colliding with the useless flames. Lucario's fist 
electrifies, she lets go. 


His fist slides past her, through her flowing hair, and into a stone 
wall behind them. Lucario bares his fangs, ripping his hand off the 
cracked wall to strike again. She avoids it, floating backwards as if 
adrift on invisible strings. 


"Afraid?" He snarls. 


No response. Two spheres reappear in her hands as she slowly 
lands. The confidence which has frozen them in their tracks fades 
from her eyes, replaced by a silent, desperate gaze. 


Nobody has ever stricken her like this, it seems. 


And Lucario, what was his plan? He keeps fighting with one arm, 
holding the stone of his in the other. He is handicapping himself. 
And if Lucario gets hit due to his arrogance they only have a single 
seed to share between them. That is if Masters can get to Lucario in 
time to apply the medicine, Darkrai's been playing keepaway with 
Masters. 


The little things he is throwing at her are effectively meaningless. 
Makes him wish he could have a bundle of those Iron Thorns 
Bisharp had. 


And the gears. The moment she realises Lucario does not have it 
she will be on him. A single Dark Pulse from a being of her prowess 
will tear Masters apart. 


Lucario spins up another Aura Sphere, and it's her who goes on the 
offensive. Two Dark Voids again, she needs only one. 


Masters tries to reach them as the battle unfolds. Lucario looks 
down. As she swipes, he boots a chunk of masonry her way. He 
throws his Aura Sphere and her other hand banishes it. 


A realization stops Masters dead in his tracks. The second he is in 
range she will just float or teleport away. Masters is not as swift as 
Lucario, he has no chance in close quarters against her 


He bites his lip in frustration, turning his eyes away from the battle. 
He looks to where she was before Lucario threw her to the wall. He 
gets an idea, taking in a breath and flooding the area in 
smokescreen. He vanishes into the mist, throwing out another 
distracting Infernal Parade for good measure. 


And then, he waits. 


A battle rages through the fog, a battle he cannot see. The stone 
port is being torn apart by Lucario's blows. The growl of a Lucario 
turned east penetrates the fog. 


"Work! Work already!" 


The Mega Stone. He's trying to Mega Evolve, and it's not working. 
He calls out. 


"She's jumped!" 


Masters barges through the smoke with a volley of fists. He strikes 
true, then his hand goes cold. Darkrai appears from the fog holding 
his fist as the coldness spreads through his body. She had saved 

one for him, Masters is simply too predictable. She lets go, and he 


falls to his knees. 


Her cold hand reaches for him, guided by the glow of another gear. 
She relinquishes him of it with a swift swipe. He wants to scream, he 
can't. 


So what can he do? 


Masters draws on his strength as the curse takes its venomous hold. 
His mane flares out. Not with eruption, just pure fire from his mane: 
bright and piercing through the smokey veil. 


Lighting breaks the fog and Lucario barrels through the mist.. 
Distracted for a split second, Masters reaches for his bandolier, 
wrapping his weak fingers around their one Reviver Seed. 


She goes for a swipe, it hits something but Lucario's barrage 
continues: both hands now ripping into her, tearing into the 
Smokescreen and into Darkrai. He lands a decisive blow, separating 
them with a final strike as she is thrown on to the docks. 


The smoke fades. Lucario is over him, hiding an all too familiar 
wound on his arm, waiting for the distant lump to move again. 


Lucario nudges Masters' hand. Masters still has the seed, and more 
or less without getting on his hands and knees and doing it for him, 
Lucario makes him down it. Masters bites in, the strong, mint-like 
taste gushes down his throat. The coldness, more or less, vanishes 
altogether. 


"Good." Lucario says. 


Masters takes a look, both his hands are empty. Lucario's breath is 
getting louder, slower. Could be his typing preventing the near- 
instant fall, whatever the case, Lucario will still be victim to it. 


"And you?" Masters gets onto his knees, using Lucario's heft as an 
anchor to pull himself upright. "Your Mega Stone." 


"She was going for your Reviver Seed. | made a decision, and she 
got me right after it." He speaks through grit teeth. "Feels like one of 
Bisharp's stakes. Real lovely." 


His speech turns into a wretched cough. Lucario's legs fold in, and 
his body crumples into the shore. Still breathing, still holding on as 
the nightmare begins so set, he looks to Masters with eyes that burn 
with rage. 


"Destroy the ship! You can do that, blow it to smithereens with 
Eruption. If she wants to go to the Sea so badly then drown her in 
it!" 


They hear a loud bang, as a plank extends down from the galleon. 
This three story boat, adorned with dark sails and black iron fittings, 
is still a construction of wood. 


At the foot of this plank, Darkrai floats back onto her "feet." Nothing 
about her resembles the admiral from before. Lightning has burned 
over the haunting glow and gleam of her body, Aura Sphere has torn 
her down to nothing but a bipedal shadow - a crown of red cartilage 
protrudes from her chest like rotted teeth. She is the spitting image 
of an old pathetic prince. 


She throws Masters' stolen gear aboard, then turns to them. The 
boat begins to whir to life as it pantomimes the sounds of thousands 
of unseen workers beginning to undock. Masters hears a sound to 
his left. He looks away. 


It's the Mega Stone rolling towards them like a spherical magnet... 


Lucario's hands grab his feet. He is tackled onto the ground by 
Lucario, the question as to why immediately answered by a Dark 
Pulse ripping over him. It takes into his body as he attempts to cover 
Masters the best he can, but still, the energy seeps through his 
defenses - stabbing into the Ghost type underneath. 


The air escapes Masters in one, sharp gasp. The attack ends as 
quickly as it began, with the plank slowly ascending, Darkrai's body 
being dragged by the mechanism to safely aboard her ship. Out of 
sight, out of reach, the boat begins to depart. 


This is what defeat looks like. 


Masters can feel his Partner's body rise and fall. He is still breathing, 


just unconscious. Louisa or someone else can find him, if he stays 
here, he'll be betraying Lucario's wishes. 


If he can get to the dock, he may have time to set it ablaze. He 
pushes Lucario aside as he stands up. The others can... 


"It hurts!" 


Lucario is now on the floor screaming, fully conscious. Right where 
the spike is on the back of his palm the Mega Stone is glued to him. 
lt burns a channel up his arm, and no matter how hard he raps the 

floor, he cannot scrape this thing off of him. 


Streaks of crimson aura pour out his wounds. Before it reaches even 
further, Lucario clasps his hand around it, forcing the Mega Stone 
still. 


For a moment, it stops, till the shine of the stone shines through his 
fingertips, burning them straight till nothing's left until their bone. The 
stone rolls onto his scorched hand as he recoils, then falls onto his 
neck. 


His screaming turns into gurgling as it sinks into his jaw, races up, 
and meets his eye. His aura starts to rage throughout his body, 
bursting at every wound, every seam, growing outwards as he 
clenches his grasps where once was his eye 


A shrill scream bursts from his throat. Then, there's a flash. 


Standing in a pile of wet fur and sinew is a terrible beast. With claws, 
spikes overgrown and teeth as sharp as daggers. Long bands flow 
behind him like a cape. Black scars race across Lucario's fur and 
the red, sickly aura Masters once saw in him is pouring out at his 
body's seams. 


Celebi told them there were two requirements for Mega Evolution. 
The first was to find a partner they would entrust their lives to, the 
second remained unknown till now. Lucario had to find it in himself 
to give everything to Masters, his partner - only after an act of 
selfless desperation has the stone given Lucario the strength to do 
what needs to be done. 


Halcion reaches the middle decks. Her surroundings still shake and 
creak as a battle rages above. Windows all along this deck have 
their ports sealed with metal lids, and what she thought were piping 
were gigantic oars all along the deck, somehow able to be bent into 
foldable shapes. 


"H-Hal..." 


A voice, Dexy's voice, beckons from the back of the deck. On a cot, 
strewn alongside other wounded soldiers, a Zoroark wearing the 
mask of a darkly-armored Rhydon reaches out towards her. 


The floor is drenched with the ichor of many warriors before them. 
Half-conscious, wriggling bodies of fallen soldiers writhe in their 
beds. A small, bipedal pokemon, doffed in red garments possibly 
denoting them as a healer, looks towards the approaching dragon. 


"You don't appear to be wounded, neither do you look like a healer." 
The creature says, brushing aside a lock of long black hair. "Come 
to lend your aid? They need able bodies up above." 


This person, who looks, acts and sounds like they belong here, pays 
no mind to the fangirl. Dexys on the other hand, the illusionist, has 
her hands over a deep wound cutting through her arm. A wound 
which is being taken care of by an ancient Morgrem who is none the 
wiser. 


"No, no..." Halcion keeps herself together. "Checking in with this 
person, can we be given a moment?" 


The healer nods, then moves to an adjacent bunk, the Manectric 
there having an arrow sunken into a hind leg. She winces when she 
sees the Morgrem pull it out. Not exactly the privacy Halcion would 
have wanted, but as she approaches the bed, Dexys surrounds 
them in her mane's flowing veil. 


"They knew." She coughs, a red bandage obscures her wound. 
"They were all talking. All the deckhands below swarmed me, 
shouting." 


"These people aren't normal, and they aren't from our here and now. 
| barely made it out and crawled my way here. Never have | heard 
so much anger. | don't have any fight left in me, | can still move 
everything else but..." 


She gives her right arm a shake and winces, her guise flickering 
back to a pained Zoroark for a split second. The Morgrem is too 
busy to take note. 


"I'll carry you out of here if | have to." 


"How brave of you." She drops her legs off the side of the bunk. The 
Healer turns, and upon speaking, Dexys' voice deepens into 
someone else's "Worry not, | have the strength to return above. So 
long as | can stand and work a sword, | will continue my fight." 


The Morgrem, as if having been through this thousands of times 
before, bids them a respectful nod. As soon as Dexys gets off the 
bed, he immediately pulls out the stained sheets then grabs another 
blanket from a nearby crate. He dumps the ruined thing into a 
bubbly barrel, and red foam rises with a foul hiss. 


"How did they know?" 


Halcion follows the Zoroark as she limps back to the hatch. A stair 
next to it leads to the top deck. Her focus is on what is blow. 


"Nobody's ever seen a ghost Zoroark before, not even Masters. 
Maybe they smelled it off of me? Everyone says | smell of the Sea." 
The Zoroark coughs. "There is something deeply wrong with this 
ship. You were seconds behind me. | shouted your name, and that's 
when they ambushed me." 


The ship wobbles and creaks as a thunderous boom echoes on the 
top floor, causing the wood of the ship to squeal in pain. Dexys 
ignores this, draws Halcion's attention to the hull below - then the 
barrels on the palette in the middle of it. 


"You know what that is in there?" 


"It smelled bad." 


"You're about to learn what happens when fire touches an explosive. 
Go find a dry rope." 


Halcion walks past her, and Dexys reaches overhead plucking a 
lantern from the ceiling. She extinguishes the fire then smashes it 
against the railing. Oil begins to drip out. 


"We're gonna make a fuse, | will light it, then we will run." 


"And how are we gonna get out of here in time?" Halcion asks. She 
fetches a rope dangling from the ceiling. Something falls when she 
tears it out. "You don't plan on jumping into The Sea, do you?" 


"Yes, actually." 


Okay, maybe she has bonked her head atop of getting impaled 
because her partner seems like she has officially lost it. As Halcion 
hands her the rope, she drenches it all in lantern oil, and hands 
Halcion one end. She takes it all the way to the center of the ship, 
lifting the lid of one of the barrels and catching a nice waft from the 
stuff on the inside of it. Looks like black or golden dust. 


"Come on, we're going to the top." Dexys commands. 


Halcion reaches the stairs as Dexys drops the bundle at the top 
step. A line leads from there, snaking across the bottom of the deck, 
then to the barrels of explosive death lying in the belly of the vessel. 
Her only question to Dexys remains the same, to which she answers 
for her. 


"This boat is where all the distortions happen. If we get to the top 
deck or throw ourselves overboard, we may escape it.” A lick of 
flame leaves her mouth. "We light this, then we run. I've travelled the 
Sea once already when | ran here - | could lead you through it." 


"We could become lost forever, return to our ‘present’, or we might 
even end up in my home. All of which, as long as she's gone, | can 
live with." 


It's one thing to say she has crossed The Sea to get here, it is 
another to say she has the confidence she can make it through it 
again. Dexys spoke nothing about her home other than her reason 


for coming here. If blowing this ship means destroying Darkrai, 
then... 


Coming to this dungeon meant accepting this may be their last 
moments. Halcion has been given all the time to prepare for this, 
and so trusting her partner she accepts her plan. 


Dexys takes the rope into her maw, spits out a flamethrower point 
blank, and the cord ignites. The flame creeps down the impromptu 
fuse as Dexys grabs her partner by her good hand and together they 
race to the surface, completely ignoring the ornate quarters possibly 
belonging to his truly, heading right through the door to their 
freedom. 


Mega Evolution 
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Chapter 54: 54 - The Sea Part Three 


Part Three of Four of part 2's finale. 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


The vessel's arcane mechanisms roar as the sounds of hundreds - if 
not thousands of invisible hands begin rowing the gargantuan ship, 
cutting through the solidified waters with its uncanny mass. It starts 
out slowly, the anchor slithering up into the ship and pulling away 
from the dock, but quickly starts to pick up speed even before it 
leaves the shore. 


Lucario, now transformed into this raging beast, races across the 
boardwalk as Masters barely keeps pace. Lucario's claws tear the 
dock as he leaps to the stern of his ship, using his palms as climbing 
spikes to ascend onto the top deck, throwing down a chain for 
Masters. 


As Masters grabs the chain it immediately becomes taught in his 
hand. The ship's speeding up. Masters barely gets it around his 
waist in time.. 


His body is yanked off the dock. Masters slams into the hard, slimy 
waters below and is dragged along it. Dense water hitting his face, 
he looks up to see Lucario's red eyes peering below. He grabs 
Masters' chain, and pulls. 


The air flies straight out of him. Masters is reeled out of the waters 
onto the deck above, crashing into the steering wheel. 


The impact of his ghostly body hitting it somehow does not cause 


the ship to go overboard, in fact, the whole vessel appears to be set 
on its course out of here. Lucario gives it a spin with his foot, but 
nothing about their direction changes, they are still on their way 
straight out the tunnel into The Sea's temporal depths. 


Lucario looks down at him, then with one clawed hand, he cuts 
Masters loose. Masters looks at Lucario as he stands 


Dark streaks run down his body, spikes protrude from his palms like 
sets of bladed gauntlets, but his eyes remain the same - dashed in 
the glow of a crimson aura. 


Along the deck ropes, barrels, and rusted machinery are strewn. At 
the bow of the ship where Darkrai stands, bodies of armored ferals 
sit at her feet. She has one, a Manectric with a wound in its back. 
After stealing something from the body she drops it to the floor, 
turning towards. 


"| could not imagine you'd become so desperate." She eyes the 
changed Lucario. "The gear is already in my possession. If you bear 
any wit, you will surrender. It is not too late to leave this ship and 
return, we aren't at sea quite yet." 


She grips the badge sewn into her chest, the blue symbol at its 
center spinning out of control till it begins to snap between three 
distinct points. 


"If you were trying to ambush me, you've failed. The rest of the 
gears are near, and they will give them to me." 


They have played into her palm - as if they had any choice other 
than to. Coming here means facing their fates rather than drawing it 
out for years. They all are placing their bets on this one fight. 


"You have proven yourselves truly and indeed worthy of these 
artefacts, but the gears belong to me. Turn back, tell the others and 
let us avoid this quarrel. As long as | have the body of one suffering 
from Dark Void, | can outlast you." 


"And even with Mega Evolution, you're delaying the inevitable." 


Mega Evolution may have restored his fighting spirit and given him 


power unimagined but Lucario was still hit by her void. The scar 
fresh on his arm still lingers, yet, the aura racing through him 
actively fights against it - keeping up a wall of aural fire. 


Lucario's own Aura is slowly incinerating him from the inside out. 
Once his body can no longer take the burning, it is likely he will 
revert to his former self, and Darkrai's ability will claim him. 


Until then he is immune. And though Lucario has been reduced to a 
snarling, sharp-clawed monstrosity, he too must know this. A deep 
roar bellows out of him and he leaps down onto the main deck, 
claws outstretched. 


There is no time to waste. 


Lucario leaps across the ship. Metal Claw rips through the air, 
missing Darkrai as he destroys the railing. She goes in for a Dark 
void which he simply embraces, in exchange, he rips into her with 
electrified talons. 


The two locked into the heat of battle, Masters looks up. He may not 
have been on a ship himself but he knows the mechanisms of 
seafaring thanks in part to his sea-fearing friend. Up by the masts he 
can see many a sail, ready to be unfurled. 


He turns his eyes away from the battle unfolding. Ripping his hat off 
his head, Masters bows, and points his head towards the masts. He 
closes his eyes, then lets the flame roar. 


And instantly, a bellow of flame explodes from his head and back, 
shooting out infernal chunks of stone as Eruption rips through the 
masts. Ghostly balls of flame reign down, to which Darkrai, having 
wrestled herself free of the mad Lucario, extends her hand. 


Thunderbolt grazes Masters. Lucario had barely managed to knock 
her hand aside. 


Darkrai brings a hand towards Lucario's head as he brings his brass 
teeth down - straight onto the arm trying to stop him . 


A howl leaves the dark being as metallic fangs sink deep into her 
arm. She tries to swipe him, to inflict him with more of her curse to 


no avail, but nothing can wrench him free. Lucario locks her other 
hand in a hold, and lightning crackles in his other. Lucario wrestles 
her towards Masters. The look Lucario gives him tells him 
everything. 


Masters leaps down onto the deck, meeting Darkrai with his fists 
raised. She looks his way as the duo bring their fists down at once, 
squishing her skull between their thunder-infused knuckles. 


One after another, punches ring out, striking her chest, completely 
reversing any and all healing she has gained from these 
unconscious creatures. Reducing her to a dark, smoldering mass 


Lucario looks his way, and Master looks back. Their fists reeling 
back, then deliver a simultaneous strike, sending her to the heavens 
as they shout. 


"ORA!" 


An awful crunch sounds outwards as Darkrai spirals away from 
them, landing near the pool. Her eyes widen as she sees the thing 
clenched into Lucario's teeth. 


Lucario spits out a dark lump on the floor. He tore off her arm. 


Dark ichor gushes from her as she spends no time rushing to the 
bodies of these unconscious things. She gets her hand around one, 
an Electabuzz, barely managing to take something from it before 
two simultaneous red spheres fly from Lucario's hands - putting the 
Electabuzz to rest alongside the other. Her last sources of healing 
are gone. 


Lucario, without a second to spare, races towards her with shining 
claws. She pulls a gear from behind the corpses just in time, and 
reappears to where she was being pummeled, right next to masters. 


She swipes Dark Void at Masters relentlessly, forcing him into a 
corner near the captain's lounge. A glowing palm comes 
dangerously close as he leaps away, sinking up into the ceiling and 
pulling himself through the floor as a glow careens towards it. She 
scrapes the orb out of existence and prepares another as she goes 


for Lucario. 


He ignores it, cutting through her attack with Iron Claws. A clean hit 
paints the deck black as she vanishes.. Appearing at the bow she 
points an electrified palm their way. 


And then, a sudden sense of dread veers its visage from the depths 
of Masters' mind and pulls him back to a what he had seen: 


There Lucario stands, utterly in the open, fuming with aura. His 
hands out, he races towards Darkrai as a Thunderbolt shatters him. 


This is what the scream revealed to him. Fifteen years of wandering 
these Continents alone as a phantom of his former self, everything, 
it is all building up to this. 


Fear wraps its long claws around Masters’ heart. He has not told 
Lucario, he has not told anyone what he has seen through his 
Scream, and as all the pieces are beginning to fall into place there is 
only one possible thing Masters can do to prevent it. 


Lucario already has his claws out, he's about to be on her. He needs 
to distract him, get himself in front of him. 


Masters feels a chain by his feet, the same chain as before, having 
been wrested from its place by Lucario as he lifted him aboard. He 
takes it in his hands, and the whole world melts into a crawl. 


Masters jumps down. He aims in front of Lucario, then, then throws. 


The bundle of chain rattles across the surface. It barely reaches 
Lucario's foot when it splays out into worthless, broken links which 
are stomped over by the beast. The clattering sound gets his 
attention, slowing him down by just a split second. 


Masters closes in. The Light anead becomes brighter and brighter 
as he focuses on what the scream has shown him, then throws 
himself in front of Lucario just as a horrible sound rings out. 


The entire back of the ship explodes. 


Spears of flaming wood splinter out from the captain's quarters. An 


immense pressure pushes on his back as Masters lets out a 
scream, being lifted from the deck towards the deep, dark abyss 
surrounding the ship. Lucario leaps for him, embracing Masters into 
his arms as Darkrai seizes her opportunity and lets the thunderbolt 
grow. 


A thunder bolt strikes true on Lucario. His metal body absorbs the 
lightning as they are beaten away chunks of this explosion - lifting 
him and the Typhlosion is his hand further and further off deck. He 
can see Lucario's eyes facing his, utterly free from any strife or 
anger, pleased in his totality to know his partner remains safe. 


They soar, leaving the ship behind, and descend into the darkness 
below. 


A bright, infernal flash rages behind them as Halcion breaches the 
surface. Chunks of wood and molten metal fly forwards in a 
scattershot, her partner - Dexys trips her up as they fall onto the 
deck. They hear a scream of three creatures - a Darkrai, and two 
others which fly away, casted to the depths of the Dungeon by the 
sheer force emerging from behind them. 


Halcion feels her partner kick her, hard, the combined might of her 
partner and the force from behind her transforming Halcion into a 
dragon-sized bullet which sends her straight to the Darkrai. 


Mid air, Halcion brandishes the spear.. Darkrai turns around, 
extends an electrified palm, and the spear pierces right through it. 


A horrified scream erupts from the outsider. The spear goes 
through, pinning her hand to her chest. The gear, gripped in her one 
hand, flashes. The spear in Halcion's hand snaps into two pieces, 
and she appears right by her partner. Both pokemon finally get a 
look of her. 


She is missing an arm, her gown is burnt away. Whoever was here 
did a number on her. 


She turns in a vain attempt to try and inflict her partner with a curse, 


but the nail through her body buys enough time for the Zoroark lying 
on the floor to gather her breath and expel outwards. 


Fire washes over her, forcing Darkrai back. Halcion reaches into her 
cowl as she taps the gear given to her by Louisa, and the spear in 
Darkrai's possession tears itself free of Darkrai's and straight back 
into Halcion's arms. 


A tattered spike in one, the head of a much longer spear in the other 
hand, Halcion faces Darkrai. 


Darkrai is on her last legs, the pinprick looking limbs barely manage 
to keep her upright as they slink back underneath her cowl-like 
body, forcing Darkrai to float instead of stand. 


"Ignorant creatures, why do you resist?" Darkrai coughs, gripping 
her torn appendage. "I am giving you what your knight desires. | 
give you freedom from outside hands, yet you and your wretched 
friends defy me. | offer you peace, and you refuse it, for no other 
reason than you can!" 


"The foolishness! I've no desire to control your world! Do you not 
realize what you're-" 


"Shut up!" Dexys shouts, pushing herself off the deck upright. "If you 
actually cared, you wouldn't have threatened to kill me and my 
daughter for disobeying you! All you want is to feel like you're in 
control, because you're just as scared and as stupid as we are! The 
world having these gears is a fluke you're trying to take advantage 
of!" 


Darkrai eyes flare with anger. Swerving back around for the split 

moment as Halcion throws the head of the spear, missing Darkrai, 
but ultimately leaving it to Dexys as she tears it from the deck and 
throws it forth. Darkrai swipes out of existence with her one hand. 


And the spear disappears, at least for a second. Halcion has fought 
her before, knows it'll be back. 


As Darkrai goes for another swipe, Halcion meets her. Darkrai 
blindly swings behind, narrowly grazing Halcion as this cold feeling 


spreads across her entire body, a feeling she has felt before, and 
something she knows she has time to rage against. 


She just needs a moment; however long it takes for the spear to 
reappear. She will use her gear again to pierce her - the same trick 
Bisharp used and which Louisa has told her to use. If she can 
outlast this accursed clock, she will defeat her. 


Halcion slashes down, a quick dual chop cutting into Darkrai as she 
starts an internal count. 


One. 


Darkrai is battered away from the quick chop. A ball of darkness 
builds in her hands then she throws it forth - a wave from Dark Pulse 
racing outwards. It misses the partner right behind her, but slams 
into Halcion like a powerful wind.. 


Two. 


Darkrai turns around, she raises her hand then looks straight down. 
Dexys is still there, but an illusion conceals her, hiding her for the 
second it takes for Halcion to regain her distance. 


Three. 


Dragon Tail. Halcion spins as she comes into her range. A 
thunderbolt cracks overhead, hitting the ruined masts as Halcion's 
tail smashes her straight into the captain quarters’ cross-shaped 
windows. 


Four. 


Halcion races up towards her. She grabs her cloth-like body and 
throws her behind her, Darkrai's dark body smashing against the 
closest mast, out of reach of her beloved partner hiding near the 
blown up deck.. 


Five. 


A spear clatters in the distance. Halcion extends the torn off bit she 
is holding, then taps the gear. The head flies towards her and 


impales straight into Darkrai in the process. 


Halcion keeps her hand on the gear. Her eyes grow heavy, she 
resists the pull of her eyelids as long as she can. She keeps the 
broken half of her spear outwards, waiting for it to go straight 
through the Darkrai. 


And then, she shuts her eyes. Halcion succumbs to Dark Void. 
"A moment too late." She says. 


The obnoxious chime of her racket band keeps her awake. It is too 
late to get up to stop Darkrai, and looking forwards, she can see her 
partner near the back of the ship - gripping her still fresh wound. 


Halcion blinks. 


The spear clatters to the ground beneath Darkrai as she approaches 
her partner, a Dark Void whirling in her palm. Dexys freezes in 
place, staring in utter horror as she hopes she remains unseen. Her 
partner's yellow eyes become wide, streaking with tears. Darkrai 
brings her hand down, and... 


Crack, crack! 


Two water bolts careen from the bowside, one missing, the other 
striking Darkrai's shoulder. 


The Zoroark in hiding inhales, then billows out a geyser of flame, 
forcing the Darkrai away with furious gouts of flame. She backs 
away from Dexys, turning her attention to the source of the shot. 


A ringing of bells keeps Halcion awake, watching as two more water 
bullets successfully carve perfect holes into Darkrai flesh. Halcion 
feels the curse pull her back, and for a split second, she can see the 
Inteleon's eyes peering from behind a sheet of distorted water. 


Louisa fires off a bolt, Darkrai side steps it. And it's then Halcion 
reaches into her cowl and grips her gear. 


The spear on the floor speeds towards her, striking into Darkrai's 
flesh, and before she can tear it out again - a light near Louisa's 
shine as he uses his own gear to freeze the spear in place. 


She extends a hand in response. On his place on the floor, Louisa 
has nowhere to go. Thunderbolt strikes into him before he is able to 
throw aside the sheet water, his entire body becoming limp from the 
super effective attack. 


Halcion blinks. An unknowable amount of time passes as Darkrai 
frees herself from the Spear. Wheezing, she shambles towards 
Louisa. Dexys is able to reach Halcion as she finds herself under the 
Zoroark's illusory veil. 


Her eyes blink once more. Darkrai is above the wounded, barely 
breathing Louisa. A dark void forms in her only hand. Halcion can 
see the Sea ahead, shining bright, this impossible to describe mass 
of watery visuals shining its sinister light down upon the ship. 


She hears a sound in the distance, like galloping, like warriors 
charging. Darkrai holds her hand above Louisa's barely conscious 
body, and swings down. 


When suddenly, the whole ship falls apart. 


// Almost got caught up in editing heck, being so close to the end 
has made me really self-conscious lol. 
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Masters flies through the air. Lightning from a Thunderbolt races 
through his partner, but Lucario's hands remain firmly around 
Masters, embracing him to the end as they crash into the cavern 
below.. 


Masters hits the ground hard, his breath is knocked out of him. 
Lucario tumbles away. Both pokemon lie there on the shoals. 


lt was not supposed to be like this. He had planned it, he had done 
everything in his power to prevent it... he should have taken the 
thunderbolt... it should... 


The Typhlosion wheezes. Dark Pulse took a toll on him, but the 
explosion was just as abhorrent. Bits of burning wood protrude from 
his back like he was suddenly a Quilava again. He rakes his back 
against the cold floor, and they clatter like nails. He looks around. 


And next to him, is Lucario, twitching on the rock. A sound, like 
stone grinding against stone, screams from him, and the little round 
rock falls out of his body, leaving its host aflame with aura. Lucario 
shambles towards Masters, then falls straight into his arms. 


"Lucario?" 


A dead groan escapes Lucario's throat. He is still breathing; though 
lacks the strength to speak. 


Masters looks past him. He can still see the light globes on each 
pole shining brightly onto the Dark Waters. Either they can chase 
the boat, or clamber ashore to safety. With nowhere to run, Masters 
takes the latter. The heavy arms of Lucario wrapping around his 
neck as stands up, dragging Lucario with him across the uneven 
scoria. 


"We're gonna go find Whiskey, you're hurt." 


Lucario lets out a wheeze. The steady rise and fall on Masters’ back 
is slowing with each arduous step towards safety. 


"Thanks 'M, | knew | could always..." 


The huge weight on his shoulders is destroying Master's back. 
Masters barely keeps himself upright, trudging through, pouring all 
of his remaining strength into his arms and his legs. 


Until he can't carry him anymore. 


Masters comes crashing against the rock - Lucario's dead weight 
smashing next to him. He looks over, the wound burned into Lucario 
by Dark Void returns, and it has already eaten up his entire arm. 
What is not taken by this curse is a flame with his own aura. He is 
burning from the inside out. 


There is no time to waste; Lucario would be screaming at him to 
move. Masters stands up, then grabs Lucario by his one good limb. 
They exchange a glance.. 


"I'm not leaving you." Masters says. "You're coming, I'll drag you to 
safety. | promise.." 


"| would never slow you down, Cole." 


His voice is hoarse. Masters can hear metal things snapping, the 
heat of his body on his back. Dragging Rei, drowning out those 
infernal sounds behind him with his own pounding heartbeat, he 
reaches into his bandoliers with his spare hand. 


The reviver seed, he used it already. 


"That won't work here, you know this..." Rei sighs, "| wanted you to 
have it anyway." 


A sudden sharp breath comes from Lucario. Masters stops, Rei digs 
his claws into the stoney floor. Freedom at the shore is so close, the 
golden lights shine upon their faces. Master turns around, and sees 

Lucario smiling. Aura seeping through the seams of his visage, and 

flesh. Lucario wraps his one good arm around Masters, bringing him 
as close as he can. 


"It makes sense now. You gave me Honchkrow's gear because you 
were afraid of losing me." 


Lucario shuts his eyes. He falls forwards as Masters is thrown onto 
his knees by the weight. Clutching him close, Lucario's burning body 
feels like a warm caress. 


"Rei." 


Masters’ lips move before he thinks. He can feel his heart begin to 
race, his breath rising, only his mind refuses what is happening. 


"... I'll get you to Whiskey, I'll get you to safety..." 
The tears come. 

"Rei... talk to me..." 

"Rei, say something..." 

Lucario's chest stops moving. His mind surrenders. 
"... you can't do this." 

".,. Don't leave me again." 


"... please, Dent." 


"Hey, hey! It's you again, Cyndaquill!" 


All around, explorers gather at this little place at the foot of The 
Grass Continent's biggest guild. It is underground, built in the cliff- 
like lands surrounding Treasure Town, and either through miracle or 
perhaps architectural genius, the highway running over top of this 
place has not collapsed down on it. 


Today, it is as jam-packed as any other. The usual fair of people 
looking for aid are sat near the door, while the other guildies are 
strewn about, drinking themselves silly and taking in the joys of 
being in good company. 


Cyndaauill glances around as races up to the barside, greeting the 
voice.. 


"It's Cole." He says to Spinda with a smile. "Did you see Dent 
anywhere ?" 


There is a glass already on the bar. Its contents are this cool, sweet- 
smelling blue. Spinda immediately motions towards it. 


"Yeup, he had wanted me to make you this, had to run off and get 
something | guess - you know how much of a busybody he is." 


Unfortunately, yes, he can barely keep up. Though if he had been 
here to prepare him a drink, then it's probably for training, or to get 
him peppy for the dungeon run later today. Nevertheless, Cole 
stands up as high as he can on his tiptoes and holds it in his hands. 
He gives it a sniff. It's Oran Berry, Oran mixed with something...? 
Maybe a Quick Seed? There is only one way to know. 


He brings it up to his dumb little snout, and chugs the whole cup. He 
hears a nearby snicker, what is so funny about him drinkin- 


After the burst of flavour comes that revolting feeling of Oren 
gushing up his throat. He looks frantically, the cup is too small, 
everything else is too far away. It rushes up his cheeks and he keels 
over, spitting out his drink. 


"See, what did | say? He doesn't like your drinks at all!" 


Dent, the source of the snickering, guffaws from behind him. Spinda 
gasps from behind the bar. 


"| swear | made it perfect! Oh-oh gosh!" 


Cole tries to say something, but he can't, he's choking up on 
whatever is in his mouth. Knowing the prank's gone maybe a bit too 
far, Dent comes up behind him, forcing a seed down his throat. A 
precious Heel Seed, gone for this little joke of his. Cole looks back. 


And smiling at him with a dumb toothy sneer is a Riolu. The outsider 
in pokemon's skin, and his former partner: Dent. 


He can't breathe. 


Masters falls onto his hands and knees, nearly falling onto the pile of 
hot ash at his feet. His heart rages. His whole body feels like it's on 
fire as an awful lot of nothingness bubbles up his throat, and he 
wretches, hard enough to topple him over. 


It doesn't stop. Through the pouring of tears he trembles on the 
floor, shaking, retching up nothing, unable to think and unable to pull 
himself together. 


It can't have happened. Rei will come back. This is too cruel to make 
any sense. Why did this happen? His blurry thoughts drudge up 
nothing. 


He is uninjured, he tells himself, he can pull through this. But his 
heart takes hold of his body and it begs him to weep, refusing to let 
him go. 


He opens his eyes. He sees the pile of gold and red ashes. There is 
nothing left of Lucario other than bone. A Mega Stone, the artefact 
responsible for his demise, sits calmly atop the pile. His hat is there 
too, his cape has joined Lucario's body in becoming nothingness. 


In the distance he sees the boat floating further out into the tunnel. 
Soon it will breach the Sea, there it will be impossible for him to 
even catch up. The battle is lost, though one still clearly rages atop 
the deck. He can only hope Halcion and Louisa have the guile to 
finish Rei's work. 


"Sire." 


A familiar voice hops onto the rocky shore, a soft pink glow 
illuminates from behind. Masters closes his eyes. 


"He is gone. If only you were..." 
He bites his tongue, now is not the time to blame. 


"My spells only do so well, | could not have turned the tide of his 
fate. Ultimately, | lose my lord once more. | am merely a knight in 


service to whomever | swear to, a warrior to the end, so too was 
Lucario." 


"He would not want me to weep for him, nor would he wish this of 
you." 


Whiskey walks up to the pile, giving it a bow of sullen respect. He 
scoops the mega stone in Honchkrow's hat, then walks over, placing 
it Masters’ feet. Honchkrow was not his father, he did not go through 
the sweat and grief Lucario had to be bequeathed this; although 
leaving it both here would be wrong. 


He takes the hat, using his own cowl to tie across the back, and 
stows the stone in one of his bandolier's pouches. He collects 
himself. Whiskey is right. Lucario is so thick headed he would be 
screaming at him for sitting here and sobbing while victory flees from 
them. He can swallow his emotions, just for now, or however long it 
takes to mark this right. 


"What about you?" Masters pushes the conversation to Whiskey. 
"What is your plan?" 


"Louisa had asked me to come here, thus | will see this through. 
Then | will end my service and go my own path. Such is the life of a 
wandering knight, forever in search of his lord. Lucario was a great 
one, and you have my eternal thanks for freeing me of that frigid 
prison." 


"Now, | return the favour for once and for all." 


Both pokemon look out towards the distant ship. The bow is made of 
some dense iron, possibly distorted in nature, and it is through this 
mechanism it cuts through the distorted waters. With its sheer force 
it converts the water from its state back into something it can pass, 
leaving a trail of potable water like an incision cutting through The 
Sea. 


Since their first fight, the battle with Honchkrow, to the fight for their 
lives against Louisa by the riverbed, then now - this malleable water 
is a constant in their journey. It has saved their skin time again. 
Now, Masters will use it to save all of them. 


Masters leaps up onto Whiskey's back. He takes off his hat to reveal 
a mane of ghastly fire. The boat is steadily approaching the horizon. 
He needs to be quick. 


"Then bring me to that ship as fast as you can, do that for me, and 
I'll let you go forever. You can cross the waters like it is clay. Stay to 
the sides of the ship! Do not hesitate!" 


"| shall not, Sire Masters!" 


With a tremendous bound, Whiskey lands onto the water. His mane 
lights with a spectral glow, and he leaves behind a trail of glowing, 
psychic hoofprints. He leaps from wave to wave, building up to a 
gallop not even the twisted waters can hope to deter. 


The wind brushes against his ears. Somehow, Whiskey keeps pace 
with the ship. The war machine looms in their sights. Straight ahead 
the cavern leads outwards to a mass of time and nothingness. 
Whiskey faces it without fear. 


Whiskey, for all his abilities as a knight's steed, cannot conquer the 
Sea. All he can hope is to get Masters to the ship before they are 
consumed. 


The Sea's all-consuming light pours through the cavern, engulfing it. 
The threshold nears; the ship so close he could reach for it. Masters 
gets up, balancing both feet on the back of the knight as he gallops. 


"The Sea's ahead-" 


"Leap when | say'eth!" Whiskey commands. "If fate ordains so, | will 
find my way out of The Sea and we may speak again! Should the 
Sea claim me, fret not, Sire! | chose this!" 


Whiskey puts everything into one final burst of speed. He races 
towards the biggest wave he can find. Masters bends his knees, 
Whiskey crests the wave. 


"Leap forth!" 


His steed raises him to the heavens and Masters springs off of him. 
He is flung through the air, zipping past the second deck, nearly 


flying past the ship. The flames on his head ignite, he grits his teeth 
and glares below. 


Halcion is nowhere to be seen. Louisa is at the front of the ship lying 
with the bodies of several ferals. A wounded, tattered Darkrai 
shambles over him, her hand about to strike his flesh. 


During this split second, Masters hears a voice. 
Destroy the ship! Blow it to smithereens! 


Flames surge from Masters as he twists, his flames facing the ship 
as a loud deafening boom sounds behind his ears. Chunks of fire 
spew out, the force of which blasting him upwards. Eruption tears 
through the vessel's wooden facade while chunks of flaming stones 
melt through the metal hull. The boat lets out a metallic hiss as it is 
shoved aside by a spout of raging fire, the force throwing it off 
course directly into the cavernous walls. 


Everything aboard, including the injured Louisa are thrown. Louisa 
and Darkrai soar overboard towards the Sea's glowing veil. In the 
split moment, Louisa's eyes lock onto her. His gear is noticeably 
missing. Did she take it already? 


Louisa extends a finger, and fires two shots. One missing, the other 
striking her arm. Just as a third bolt forms on his fingertips Louisa's 
tail grazes the threshold. 


The Inteleon is split apart into a myriad of pieces, head arms, and 
everything separating, wriggling around like headless insects. He 
tries to scream, then is consumed in the white light. Louisa is gone. 


Darkrai teleports back to where she was as Masters hits the deck, 
catching himself on one of the masts. Ghostly flames burn all around 
them, he glances around him for any sign of a trap. 


He spots Dexys and Halcion, both under an illusory coating by the 
destroyed captain's quarters. Dexys whispers something to her 
partner. Halcion, her cloak aflame from eruption, tries to stop her but 
Dexys slips through her talons, running through the spectral flames 
as if they were a breeze. Dexys spews a flamethrower from her 


mouth as darkrai narrowly avoids the flames, shielding herself with 
the body of an armored feral. By the time Darkrai flings out a Dark 
Pulse in retaliation, Dexys is already overboard - intentionally 
throwing herself into the Sea's depths. 


"Masters!" 


Halcion calls out behind her, drawing Darkrai's attention. She slings 
out a Dark Void originally meant for Louisa. It veers past him, 
striking Halcion - causing the yellow obnoxious thing around her 
neck to vanish after the eruption had burned off just enough for Dark 
Void to hit it. Her last move before drifting off into nightmares is 
throwing something which hits the mast. 


A spear. 


Masters tears it free. Lightning races from his fingertips across the 
lance as he charges Darkrai. A dark void builds in her hand. Not this 
time. 


He rams the spear directly through her elbow, pinning her only 
remaining hand to the hull of the ship. Grotesque, shadowy fluid 
gushes out. Her fingers still move. They try to reach for her gear, but 
Masters shoves his foot against her wrist. With all his strength 
pushing on her last surviving limb, he hears a loud crunch and the 
spear flies away, her arm and gear falling to the wayside. 


Utterly defenseless, her eyes glare through him. She faces her 
demise with a scowl. 


"When your world faces a calamity, it will beg for me, and abhor 
your ignorance." 


All his anger and pain explodes out of him through his fists. He digs 
into her torso with relentless punches, going deeper and deeper into 
her murky flesh, coating his hands in her ichor as each blow renders 
her a scored mass of darkness. Her muscles seize up, she becomes 
paralyzed, frozen in place. 


At last, he rears his fist back, smashing straight into Darkrai's 
visage, his knuckles burying themselves deep as he grabs hold of 


her. He spins around, swinging the body of Darkrai like a ragdoll 
then lets go. 


For a split second, her anger transforms into pure terror as she 
collides with the veil of light. She segments, her dark flesh being 
separated into chunks which gnarl and twist, being dragged into the 
light by the all powerful force she thought she could conquer. 


Her last words are not even words. She screams in terror, her eyes 
facing down the man who rendered her ambitions for naught. 
Masters stares back, and lets her leave with a parting gift. 


"Let the Sea have mercy on you. Because you're not worth mine, 
nor the world's." 


She sinks beneath the veil piece by piece till no trace of her remains 
in this world. He goes over, wrests the gear from her severed limb, 
and lets the torn remains join her in the abyss. 


With everyone around him lost to the sea, unconscious, or reduced 
to smoldering ash, Masters collapses to his knees. 


And weeps. 
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Corpses of ferals, Halcion unconscious by the bridge, there is not a 
sound throughout these catacombs than a gentle dungeon wind 
breezing through towards the Sea. The boat lies aflame around him, 
but it too peeters out with time. The only thing illuminating them is 
the omniscient glow of The Sea's mist mere feet from having 
consumed the bow of this war machine. 


He can feel himself spinning out of control. The tears stream down 
his face. Masters tries to steer his mind to somewhere other than 
what he lost, and his thoughts settle one someone. 


Whiskey. Were it not for that curious steed the vessel would have 
broken The Sea of Time, and they would be at Darkrai's mercy. She 
would have had Louisa defeated, Halcion and the others could have 
posed a threat to her. Although his part in this has been to carry 
them to and fro, they truly could not have surpassed Darkrai without 
him. Wherever the Sea takes him, let it be somewhere great.. 


Halcion too.. Her determination is admirable, reminds him of an old 
friend, and a certain thief from another time who prevailed through 
the darkness to achieve whatever is she wanted. He assumes it was 
to protect the one she loved, the Zoroark. 


And without Dexys, Rei and Halcion would have been at each 
other's throats to the bitter end. It is because of her they came 
together. Maybe Halcion and Lucario made up a bit, he hardly 
remembers the night. Her taste in wine surely is a killer. If she 
comes back with Whiskey, maybe he can thank her properly. 


Then Louisa. No matter how many times they were at each other's 
throats, it was him who saw the ultimate good they can accomplish. 
He shares the same heart as Masters, the kind which would not 
want to see anyone have to reign over so many others, the kind to 
shoot a villain first then let her expel so much rhetoric. He really 
does take after Rei in this regard, although they could not be more 


different. Had Louisa been partners with him when they were 
younger, he would have given the entire guild a run for their money 
with the amount of bounties he could've turned in. 


Oh - and Celebi - he has to thank her too. He would have lost heart 
in this search long ago were it not for her loving guidance. Minstrel 
as well for keeping the truth of his story alive throughout these long 
years he has spent a ghost. A lot of people gave their all just so one 
of them could get their hands on the gears. 


Then at last, there is Rei. 


Never could he have pictured himself meeting another of Dent's ilk, 
yet alone one so vastly different. Though a thief, his heart was in the 
right place, he felt it every day and every night. He is a criminal, no 
different than the dozens he has brought to justice as Team 
Chaser's only, but a certain honor ran deep within this scum of a 
Lucario. An honor which the world seems hollow without. Masters is 
the only person Rei trusted, and Rei is the first he let his heart open 
to after so many years of agonizing wandering. 


Now, it's gone, reduced to cinders. A small, warm stone is all he has 
to show for his friend's existence. It pains him deeply. If he were 
here though, he would tell him to stop wasting time. Always 
headstrong, him. 


Masters looks around. A gear, maybe Louisa’'s, is glowing at his 
feet. It becomes ever brighter when he takes it towards the bow. 
With a kick, he tosses the bodies aside to reveal the many gears 
strung together by a segment of rope, nailed to the ship itself by a 
spearhead so it would not leave without excessive force. Masters 
puts a hand against it and the rope burns away, letting the gears 
crumble into a pile. 


So much suffering for a bunch of metal toys. 


The glow still yearning for its others, he crosses the dock, the light 
around him dimming with every step. Smoke, perhaps? Night 
befalling the Sea? He sees the gear lying at the portside, probably 
having fallen out from Halcion's cloak. It calls for him 


Masters approaches. The hairs along his back suddenly spike. 


A purple, three-clawed hand emerges from the ground itself like a 
spectre's. It wreathes its claws around the gear and drags it into a 
cut in reality. Ghastly mist billows outwords, the lights dim, and a 
voice whispers through the air. 


"Not yet." She speaks. "We must speak, Cole." 


He has heard the voice before, on the beach. It was dark then, it 
was dark inside of her tent. The shiver fades. He has forgotten one 
other on their journey, and she has been there, from the very 
moment the Knight became known to him - from the day since Rei 
became his partner. 


Appearing within licks of flame, a long draconic body emerges from 
the mist. Her smiling visage is akin to a serpent's, her hands bearing 
three razor-sharp claws each, and strewn across her chest are three 
diamond-shaped garnets embossed into her spectral scales. In her 
hand is a familiar object, a large orb, their source of ghostly light as 
the world dims around him. 


From her head protrudes two long wisps which taper off into pink 
flowing fabric. Although her appearance seems not of this world, 
only one name matches the shape she takes, the name of another 
legendary from another continent which suffered similar calamity to 
his home. 


The name of this legendary eludes him, just as herself continues to 
be unknowable. And hovering like the phantom she supposedly is, 
she holds the orb in her hands, leaning down upon it as it affixes 
itself in soace. Her fangs peek out as she speaks. 


"My intent was to reveal myself to our darling Rei." She exhales. "| 
sense he is no longer. Rei would entrust you with his life; so you've 
earned my trust a thousand fold. | only have you to speak with now." 


"You're..." Masters stares up. "You're calling me Cole. You know 
who | am, are you the same one on the beach?" 


"Indeed. | had not forgotten you, and I'm sure the knight's left hand 


would have done his best to forget you. Yet here you are, 
embodying what the prince could not - even as Zekrom's 
companion." Her smile is omnipresent. As cold as it feels, it comforts 
him. "| do not envy your position, though | find you fascinating." 


"My goal is to forward The Knight's ambition, to see the world he 
wishes to have made true be one day a reality. | sent Rei on this 
journey on my behalf. The sacrifices, and the ultimate results have 
sewn doubt in my goals. As the one who | believe embodies my old 
darling, who has remained unchanged in the face of such adversity 
over so many years, | ask thee: what would you do with these 
gears?" 


What could he do? Could his original plan for the gears even work? 
All this time exploring he had wanted these gears to write a certain 
wrong that Dialga could not. He wanted Dent back. Going through 
all of this has left him emptier than before. 


Masters can feel one thing in his heart, a resentment for the people 
like those who would seek these gears - Bisharp, and Darkrai, and 
the other Darkrai who calls himself prince - the people in this world 
who want power above all. Though their hunger varies, none of 
them stood in a more powerful place than he did that day atop of 
Temporal Tower. He has regretted it since. Not just because of Dent 
becoming forever lost, but knowing what it meant for those who did 
not have a choice in it. 


The Typhlosion takes a deep, sullen breath. He looks at the gears in 
the distance, the pile of which lingers there. This thing, Mismagius - 
which is obviously not her name nor is it her true species, waits for 
the answer. 


"They don't belong to anyone." Masters says. "Not at least in their 
full form. No one gets to have that sort of power over anyone, there 
are too many selfish people in this world for those gears to exist. If 
change needs to happen, it has to happen because the world wants 
it. | did not spend so long telling everyone what happened on 
Temporal Tower for no reason - we're still living in that time of 
peace, one we made for ourselves." 


"If your Knight would have said the same thing, then do as | say: 


scatter these things for good. Don't destroy the gears, a generation 
from ours might need them, just ensure they can never be abused 
again." 


Silence. The cold air lingers around them, and the figure looking 
down upon him breaks the pause with a soft chuckle. 


"Deftly spoken, my Cole." Her body snakes and slithers down until 
her face is level with his. Her pink, serpent-like eyes narrow on him.. 
"I'm sure thou wonder who and what | am." 


Masters lets her speak. 


"lam the Knight's Oracle, from the beginning of Zekrom's journey 
across the lands, to his demise and now. Though he and his left 
hand are no more, | still seek the Knight's world. In exchange, all 
had asked for a position where | can prevent such meddlesome 
powers from sundering our world. | love to dwell in the affairs of the 
short lived, it's an existence | am content to uphold." 


"Others would not. There was once a Legendary who when faced 
with the prospect of a star - a calamity from another world falling on 
ours - chose to willfully ignore the cries of his people. It took a man 
like you to enlighten him. This legend would perish, taking the star 
with him to an early grave. Had he listened, had he chosen to 
protect their fellows, he could have lived to see an era of peace." 


"lam a ghost-type, | am not one to let a perfect vessel rot. | took 
what was left of Rayquaza, and stole his position, the single one 
allotted for our world." She raises a hand up to her chest, the gems 
glistening faintly in the light. "| give you the knowledge of what | am, 
so you know | mean no deception." 


Her long tail spirals across the air, whisking the remainder of the 
gears into her possession with its fan-like end. She bundles these 
gears together with a long silvery twine, then faces Masters. 


"The gear in your hand is Rei's. Keep it so the Gears may never be 
used again, and keep his Mega Stone close to your heart. He had 
given a piece of himself to create it, do not let him fade from this 
world." 


She holds out a long, clawed hand. 


"| Know you've begun this journey from a place of guilt. There may 

yet be a way for you to absolve yourself, though | must know if you 
trust me. Take my hand, promise me you will keep my secret, and | 
will lead you to safety." 


Masters hesitates. By all means, he has every reason to. Rei, ever 
the opportunist, has left an impression. With a sigh, he reaches out. 


And shakes a Legendary's hand. 
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Spinning, her whole world is spinning. 


Deeper and deeper, Dexys is dragged through a white abyss. A 
howl overtakes her hearing, the light becomes unbearable, and she 
makes the mistake of blinking. 


Flashes of pasts, futures, and distant worlds blink around her. 
Countless bodies of pokemon unconscious and conscious float 
through the ether, struggling against invisible chains as they 
descend deeper into The Sea. Those with the right minds latch onto 
the objects falling with them, the smart are already on their way out. 


The first thing she does after coming to her senses is leap towards 
the nearest object. She catches herself on a piece of a broken hull. 
She looks down into the depths below and shouts. 


"Louisa!" 


Something hits the metal she's holding onto. Right below is Louisa, 
holding his throat - his tail clinging to a frilly pink steed. Whiskey 
holds onto a broken mast, keeping them both from becoming lost. 


Dexys leaps off the object to another, then bounces off - criss- 
crossing between distorted masonry and shipwrecks on her descent. 
She "lands" on a floating door perpendicular to the pair. Whiskey is 
holding Louisa's neck tightly. The Lizard is gurgling. Dexys says 
something- 


Crack! 


And is drowned out by a deafening crack. A water bolt flies out from 
nowhere, striking Louisa's neck, the heavy hoof of a Rapidash 
barely saving his life. The culprit: another Louisa. The reflection 
watches them in terror. One blink of the eye later, they vanish. 


Another? A p;ast memory? It matters not, it's too dangerous to be 
here, time is too warped. What could be seconds here may be hours 
in the world above. Dexys needs to get them out of here fast.. 


"Whiskey!" She calls to the Rapidash. "Did you see anywhere 
pointing back?" 


"Aye, miss. Back to my world and yours as well." Whiskey lifts his 
injured hoof, all but ignoring the ichor spewing from it. He holds it 
against his 'chest' in a gesture of farewell. "Worry not for me, my fate 
lies below, and yours to the surface." 


She looks below. Between two pieces of rubble lies a fissure in 
reality: a world reminiscent of the night sky. Crystal towers as tall as 
mountains await beyond the veil, the cosmic city lit by artificial 
sunlight. Dexys' heart skips a beat. It is home. 


Looking above, another fissure sits in the middle of a burnt-out sail. 
Black shores, and a cold, eternal night. She thought she may have a 
choice, but Whiskey makes it for her. His front hooves give way and 
he lets himself fall, his shining mane leaving behind a trail of pink 
light, leaving Louisa to her. 


The Rapidash' fate lies in the homeland, hers is here, with Halcion. 
If she had any time to make this decision she may have left her love 
for a world without Darkrai, back to the ones who have been 
wondering all this time where she had left and why. Though the 
feeling of parting hurts now; it is the right choice. 


The blurry memories of their faces fade with Whiskey. Though their 
time was brief, she will never forget this knight. 


Dexys breathes in the ice cold "air". With a kick she leaps to Louisa, 
pulling him off the plank he was suspended upon as she careens 
past them onto a ruined wall. His tail wreaths around her. Panicked, 
and choking. 


She bends her legs; him his tail, and together they push against the 
ancient masonry. They soar past armored warriors, glide over the 
ruined ships those souls once inhabit, then soar towards the hole 
burnt through the cloth. The air of the outside world grabs hold of 
them, dragging the two back to their reality. 


In an instant, they are back on the beach. She hits the black sand as 
Louisa crumbles out of her arms. He starts to wretch violently. 


She, much more well in comparison, gets right up. Before she can 
lay a claw on him he spits out a mass of dark, black water. After a 
few moments of awkward heaving, Louisa is okay enough to speak.. 


"| thought..." Louisa stutters, "| didn't think you'd come for me." 


"What makes you think that?" Dexys squats on the beach next to 
him. Excluding the grave mark Thunderbolt left on him, Louisa's 
wounds number in the few. "I've been through the Sea at least once 
in my time, to let you in there alone would be irresponsible." 


"No-not... | thought you'd go with him." He motions to his chest, 
where her badge would be. "You're not from here, don't you have 
people-" 


"Yes," 


The word leaves her mouth instantly, anything to not think about the 
chance of a lifetime she threw for this man's life - for Halcion too, but 
mainly so this Inteleon would not suffer years upon years of 
wandering the endless Sea. 


Did she have a family? Are there most certainly guildmates waiting 
for her? The answer to both those questions are a resounding 
maybe. She made the selfish choice - she can find peace in knowing 
Louisa is alive because of her. She can be certain that in her place, 
her Halcion would have likely done the same. 


"There's things | Know which made me a target. With Darkrai gone, 
and everyone else far, far away - | think | can stand living here." She 
says. "You'll only complicate things by asking me why, | saved you 
because | wanted to." 


The last thing she wants is everyone to idolize her. She is a famous 
explorer, famous for wanting to be left alone and just doing her job 
rightly. Louisa responds with a sigh. 


"Thanks." he says. 
"Thank you for not making me reconsider." 


Is this really what she has to say to someone whose life she has 
saved? How is one supposed to react anyways? 


She sniffs the air. The cold wind sweeps through her hair. Up above, 
a half-moon lights the sea; waves glistening like the stars overhead. 
Her home was like this, a place full of stars in a world of glass. A 
great light shone on them like that of the Sundown Guild; a light she 
would come to fear but she knows not why. She gave up those 
memories to flee to here, it is the tithe she paid to The Sea. 


"What is with your choking?" Dexys asks, breaking the silence. 


"| couldn't breathe." Louisa says. "No matter how much | tried to, it 
felt like there was something stuck in my throat. Evidently, it was the 
distorted waters. It's the Sea's doing, same as the... shadow of 
myself | saw." 


He quivers, rubbing his temples in thought. 


"| Knew it was coming; | don't know how or why. | felt it." He is going 
too deep, so he quickly shifts the conversation elsewhere. "| need to 
go back to check on my babygirl, sort out the society.. As for the 
gears | no longer have the fight in me to keep hunting for them." 


"Either Masters finished Darkrai off or she's still out there." Louisa 
coughs. "| chose to believe the former.": 


For the split second she was still aboard she saw Masters already 
descending on her. She is done, probably, the reality where Darkrai 
is running amok is too terrifying for her to humor. She will know 
which reality she is in when she sees the old ghost. 


Dexys nods in agreement. Standing up, she offers a hand to Louisa 
and pulls the lanky creature onto his feet. 


She looks past him. The cove looms in the distance as a monument 
to all the battles fought there. The eternal night of the Dark Season 
obscures the passage of time, although the tracks leading here are 
still fresh in the sand. She begins to retrace her steps towards Lapis 
Town. 


"Let's go." She says. "Staying here does no one good." 


Halcion is unconscious, barely alive after all the wounds Darkrai has 
inflicted upon her. Dark Void has taken her, until racket band does 
its thing she is no more than a pile of dead weight. 


Masters is lifted through the sea, out of the dungeon, then left 
ashore like a beached fish. He catches a glimpse of his savior: 
Rayquaza - Mismagius - whatever she is - nods at him before fading 
into nothingness. He lies there spitting out a tired question. 


"Why?" 


Halcion, Louisa, Dexys - he has all of them to thank for bringing him 
so far. Without them he could not fathom what Darkrai would do to 
all those trapped at sea, but never, not in his years of wandering did 
he feel so alone. His only partner through all of this is gone. The 
only thing left of him is a stone Masters clutches near his heart. 


Why him, why did this have to happen again? The questions berate 
him as he folds in on himself, weeping, and Weeping, refusing to 
see the truth right in front of him. 


Lucario wasn't taken from him for any cosmic, charmic reason: it 
was a choice. The world decided to take Lucario away from him for 
using his scream and all he can do is rattle his chains and shout. 


Someone hears him. He looks to see two figures shamble down the 
coastline. Dexys carries a wounded Inteleon on her shoulders. 
When she spots the Typhlosion in the distance she nearly lets 
Louisa fall, dragging his half-conscious corpse over the sand as she 
hurries up to her unconscious love. 


"Halcion!" She calls out to her partner. She leans next to her, and 


glances at Masters "Is she okay?" 
Masters nods. 


Louisa,wounded, slowly walks his way to Masters and throws 
himself down next to him. The Inteleon breathes an exhausted sigh. 


"Save for nightmares, | assume she will be well. And you?" Louisa 
nods at him. "You certainly look worse for wear." 


Masters has not had a chance to look himself in the mirror, and at 
this point, he is afraid to. His own cold, ghostly blood streaking down 
his face. The wounds will close in time with a few drinks or the help 
of Celebi, but there are some which can't be undone with a meager 
little heal pulse. 


He saw Louisa vanish into the sea, Dexys too. This leaves one 
other. He looks to the two as he holds his shoulder. 


"Where's Whiskey?" 


The Zoroark, hounding over the unconscious Dragon like an 
ursaring, perks up. With a deep sigh, looks Masters' way with 
sadness. 


"He departed - left to the place he and | both called home." Dexys 
speaks. "Did he not bid you farewell?" 


He's alone. Whiskey thoroughly warned him but feeling is still a 
somber one, panged with the guilt of realizing this whole search is in 
vain. But Whiskey's farewell was a voluntary one. Whiskey wanted 
home, and the least he could do was honor the knight's decision by 
holding back his tears. 


"He did, he helped me bring down the ship." Masters digs under his 
cowl. The gear Mismagius gave him is tied tight around his neck - 
same place where Lucario kept his. "His contract with Lucario is 
over. He chose to go home, | wasn't going to stop him." 


The more this conversation drags on the further the missing seat on 
the table becomes evident. Louisa, breathing hoarsely and gripping 
a wound near his neck, speaks for all of them. 


"Where... where's Lucario?" 


Masters takes everything in. Lucario is gone, there is no bringing 
him back. He wants to break into tears, but he has shed enough 
already - Lucario would have had his head by now. Nothing can 
change what has happened; the sooner he accepts this the sooner 
Lucario can move on. 


Yet the words of a serpentine phantom haunt him. 
"There may yet be a way for you to absolve yourself." 


Of what? Lucario's death? The gears could not bring his partner 
back. He had gone through this entire mission to end up worse than 
he was before. What could possibly correct this mistake? There is 
no way to bring a man from the grave short of Lucario lingering in 
this world as a spirit. 


His breathing hastens as he retraces his steps, whizzing past 
memories of bickering with and fighting alongside this fellow all the 
way to the very moment he set foot on this continent. He came here 
at the behest of an old friend - Minstrel - the only pokemon in all the 
lands to whom he's told his true story. It is him who told him about 
the Gears here, gave him the hope he could bend time to bring back 
the man closest to his heart. 


It is Minstrel who began this journey, and in the tavern he calls home 
Masters saw something strange: a feather which glowed in the pitch 
darkness of the bar - shining, scintillating. A Rainbow Wing, a 
presumed nothing artifact which an old barkeep went to him on and 
on about. It belongs to a bringer of happiness, of fortune, of... re- 
birth. 


If the spirit told him the truth, then there is one way to absolve 
himself from all of this. 


He has been silent for long, staring out emotionlessly to the distant 
Sea. A bell sound shakes him back to reality as Halcion flutters her 
eyes open. Dexys hugs her tight, and Louisa looks over to Masters. 
The Inteleon speaks in a somber tone. 


"I'm sorry for your loss." 


Masters reaches into his cowl. He brings out the black metal gear, 
and it shines within his palm, bright enough to catch the attention of 
all those around him. 


"Platitudes won't bring him back, though the thought is appreciated." 
Masters speaks. "The rest of those gears are in good hands. | was 
told to keep mine so whoever decides to get all these gears again 
will have to go right through me." 


Louisa resigns his journey with a sigh. The two others to the side 
look his way, the Zoroark nodding, and her partner being too tired to 
fuss about all of this. The fight has left this group, and Masters 
would have too, if he had not remembered the phantom's peculiar 
words. 


"The Murkrow here." Masters says, feeling the large cap slung 
around his back. "Would they know stuff? Do you think they'd listen 
to anyone with a Honchkrow hat?" 


"Likely, yes." Louisa confirms. "When | saw your partner donning the 
cap | assumed he had climbed the ranks somehow. | doubt they will 
question you if you approach them. Why do you ask?" 


"I'm looking for answers, and | think a mailing business is the best 
place to start." Masters unsling Lucario's old hat, holding it out for all 
to see. "If you've any questions, tell me, because | plan on burying 
this hat later. | don't want to babysit for a family that numbers in the 
hundreds." 


"Neither would I." Louisa says. "But I've no questions | could ask 
them my own fellow adventurers couldn't find for me. Although | 
would prefer to return to Winter with a Time Gear, the fact they are 
in safe hands should be good to sate her. She is in no place to fuss 
about them having done nothing with hers in her time." 


"She had a gear?" Halcion coughs. "Wait a minute, you're working 
with Winter?" 


“Have been from the start. I've been using her Gear. | can tell you 


some other time." Louisa turns back to Masters. "Where to now? | 
won't rest until Celebi sends my girl back. My journey does not end, 
| need to make sure all my fellows are safe." 


"Neither does mine." Halcion climbs to her feet. "| need to get back 
to my guild - tell them all about this, and until then there's safety in 
numbers." 


Dexys nods. Everyone's attention turns to the weary phantom as he 
looks towards the sky, recounting his steps. This one hat was given 
to Honchkrow's son, then the son gave it to his only friend in life. 
This silly thing is the key to every piece of mail running through this 
place - or at the very least the key to their archives. Questions, such 
as the mysterious feather, and the mysterious boss who funded this 
quest for the gear lie behind the Krows' bureaucracy. 


So, turning around to whence he came, he leads the way. 
Mismagius has much to answer for, and if he cannot find her, then 
the hundreds of eyes he controls across the continent will hunt her 
down. 


"Let's head back to Halfway Rock." Masters says . "I have a thing or 
two for those birds." 


Part Three: Crack The Sky 


Masters, Part Three //Blood. 


58 - Dusk 


Chapter 58: 58 - Dusk 


The squabbling of Murkrow screams throughout the stone hall, none 
of it making sense, but a lot of "do it already" and "don't" reach the 
Typhlosion's ears as he enters into the foyer. There are quills 
everywhere, Murkrow as well, all of whom are raving mad by the 
huge fancy doors at the end of the door. A single Murkrow with a 
flask around their neck tries to keep the masses at bay. 


"Nobody's opening the door!" Flaskk shouts at the crowd. "We aren't 
opening it until she comes out or Honchkrow does! Go back to your 
posts, please!" 


Their voice is lost among a cacophony of squawks. Several voices 
boom out at once. 


"It's been a week!" 
"What about our money, what about the bounty?" 


"I'm getting sick of waiting! Open up the door already or we'll open it 
for you!" 


The crowd is too busy fighting among themselves to notice the 
Typhlosion in the back. There is no one working the desk, the only 
people here are these birds shouting at the top of their lungs. Some 
of whom are on the floor unconscious. A fight, or several have 
already broken out in this mailing business and unless someone 
wrangles these creatures the Krow at the front is next in line to be 
turned to dust. 


"| haven't had a meal in weeks, what am | supposed to do, wait 
around and starve! Open up her bank already so we can eat!" 


"Where's Honch anyway? Why should we have to listen to his little 
pet?" 


"Yeah, why do you get the special treatment!" Another voice 
exclaims.. "You're not even a Honchkrow!" 


Masters shuffles through the masses of Dark Types, shoving the 
little fellows aside till coming face to face with the flask-wearing fool. 
The crowd looks about ready to rip them into ribbons when Masters 
shouts. 


"Anyone who shows me inside gets the hat!" 


The mention of a hat hushes the crowd. The Murkrow slowly turn to 
the odd one out, their red eyes widening at the thing in Masters' 
hand - Honchkrow's hat. And immediately, the one being hounded, 
goes about opening the fancy wooden doors without question. 
Guess he is about to be head Honchkrow. 


"Yes, sir, yes sir!" The flask-wearing one repeats, wrenching open 
the door a sliver and slipping inside. "Right this way." 


Masters shuffles past the crowd through the door. The Murkrow 
slams it behind Masters. They take a deep breath, wiping a 
bucketload of sweat from their hatted brow. 


Inside is a fancy office. At the centre are several glass pedestals, 
and at the back is a desk covered in unsigned papers. He sees a 
figure lying next to a dead fireplace, The lady identified to by Lucario 
as Noivern lays sound asleep. Around her lounge are several brown 
feathers and empty bottles. It looks like she had too much last night. 


"The hat." The Murkrow stutters. "Do you have it?" 


The Typhlosion brandishes the old thing. Their eyes go wide, and 
before they can lay a wing on it he swipes it away, keeping it close. 


"You'll have it when | figure out what is going on here." Masters 
says, keeping a vice grip on the feathery crown. "Having this hat 
makes me your boss, and if you wanna be boss then you'd better 
give me what | want first.” 


"Oh, of course!" The Murkrow chirps nervously. "M-My name's 
Flask! I'm in charge of things when Honch is out... and well, | don't 
think I've been doing a good job and boss-boss seems..." 


Boss-boss is Noivern. Her little fangs peek out through a drunken 
smile. She lies on her lounge frozen faced, not even breathing it 
looks like. It was as if she had seen something awesome and was 
smitten. 


He wants to assume, rightfully, this is a particular nightmare-being's 
doing. Who else would she go for other than the one behind the 
hunt? Assuming she can undo her sleeping spell at any time, she 
may have put the boss under till she was done with - well... 
whatever her goals were. Certainly if a Legendary Pokemon was in 
town, no matter how stealthy she may have been, surely these 
Krows would know about the walking nightmare? 


Then there are the feathers. The ones by her feet are reddish 
brown, fading into a sleek black with every step towards the window. 
Evolution, maybe? Someone's got to have shed something in here. 
The only one who could know what it was is completely out of 
commission. 


Masters moves towards her, ignoring the busted displays on his way 
for the Noivern. He places a hand on her fluffy chest. 


There's no pulse. There is no colour in her body whatsoever - she is 
practically monochrome. Their boss is dead, worse yet is the fact 
she seems... drained. 


He has no other answer for it. It is as if Darkrai, or perhaps a 
mischievous ghost of some kind had drained something from her. 
Surely the Oracle couldn't have done it, this feels too fresh to be the 
phantom's doing. For the short time he had known this Darkrai, she 
would not take a life unless she had. Either disaster or a hit job has 
taken place here. Masters is left grasping at straws, so too is the 
Murkrow. 


"Is she..." Flaskk shivers. 
"She's gone." Masters looks all around the empty office. "Did she 
have anything important here? Any money, mysterious things a 


weirdo might want to off her over?" 


The Krow motions at the busted pedestals. Under one of them are 


pieces of damp terracotta, faded like someone has drained the 
colour from them like the poor Noivern, the podium next to it has its 
contents stolen altogether. Murkrow points to the empty one.. 


"She had a piece from Destiny Tower." 


Destiny Tower, something that Darkrai has brought up. Master gives 
the Krow his full attention. 


"It was like... an old place that Zekrom messed up, some bright 
tower which stretched all the way past the skies to where some 
important folks lived." The Murkrow steals a sip from their flask, 
calming their nerves. "The stone she had from there would glow in 
the night. It felt uh - special is the word?" 


Holy? Divine? The name Destiny Tower rings up old memories he 
would rather let be forgotten. If there is something stronger or equal 
to Dialga out in the world, surely another divine tower exists or 
existed for them. 


He has several questions which no one other than a well-lived 
shaman could answer. A prayerful man Masters is not, neither is this 
Murkrow it seems. 


"Do you have any information about Destiny Tower?" Masters looks 
over at Flaskk. "Anything, any references - who might own it? 
Temporal Tower was owned by Dialga, if the name rings any bells." 


Masters once again touches Noivern's corpse. She is ice-cold to the 
touch. Looking at her colorless body hurts his mind, so he moves to 
her desk. He digs through her things. 


"You really shouldn't be messing with things..." Flaskk frets. "Uh... 
even if you have her hat and all-" 


"Honchkrow, Bisharp, Lucario, and her are gone." Masters says to 
them. "I have the hat. As far as | understand things you have to 
listen to me because I'm the only one with authority left." 


A poor little squawk leaves the flask-wearing Krow. They land on the 
desk, lying there defeated, their little legs sprawling out. 


"What do you mean they're gone?" 


Masters doesn't humor them. Instead he digs through her things. As 
a result he uncovers something indeed strange. Behind her desk 
among the dozens of cupboards, there is one labelled as junk, and 
inside it is a glowing golden feather among the rest of the torn-up 
parchments. He plucks it from the chute. It feels strangely cold in his 
hand, the glow as bright as a star's. 


"Do you know who this belongs to?" Masters says. 


"No, no, | don't." The Murkrow sputters. Before Masters can 
pressure it, they raise a wing. "But | swear by Winter's grace | did 
see this exact glow peeking out from the desk. | thought it was Ho- 
oh's at first, but..." 


"Ho-oh?" 


"Y-Yeah, Ho-oh, a legendary bird that's sorta like Articuno except it's 
bright and fiery and gold. Its feathers are said to bring people back 
from the grave. Honckrow knew of a tavern which had one of its 
feathers, he wanted to get one for his d-" 


A way to absolve himself. The words of the phantom slice through 
the air and cut the Murkrow off immediately. Masters moves towards 
the door, the squawk of a poor little Murkrow stops him for a split 
second. His suspicions are correct, 


"Hey! You're not going to Calico right?" 


"Yes | am, for Ho-oh's plume. | feel stupid for not going there straight 
away." Masters glares over his shoulder. "What's the matter?" 


"The matter is that we haven't heard from Calico in a day or two, it's 
like the whole town vanished." Flaskk lands on a nearby coat rack, 
tugging their crest nervously. "You're gonna give me the hat, right? | 
let you in here and everything-" 


"Not yet." Masters says. "Not until | get the feather and get what | 
want. Thanks for the warning though. You protect me like you 
protected Honchkrow, and maybe I'll actually wind up giving it to 
you. Look into the tower while you're at it. 


The Murkrow, with nowhere left to run or fuss, salutes the ghost. 


"Aye!" Flaskk says with a chirp. "I'll have everyone dig up things for 
Destiny Tower, and by time you're back, | swear I'll have everything 
you need!" 


Masters has the hat as a memento, though if wearing it means he 
has a whole army of Krows to do his bidding he may consider 
keeping onto this thing for just a minute longer. With a nod Masters 
opens up the doors, stomping through the crowd on his way 
downstairs. Flaskk starts barking orders, shouting at them to get in 
their gear for their newly crowned, ghostly boss. 


And the stairs are the half-conscious dragon, her Zoroark, and the 
lizard - eagerly waiting for his return. The town circle, once full of 
adventurers, has seemingly died alongside the completion of their 
journey. The trio waiting for him look his way. 


"Anything new?" Louisa is first to ask. 


"There might be something happening in Calico Town, you may 
want to look into it." Masters looks at the dragon-type. "Says there 
aren't So many messages coming in." 


"Who said so?" Halcion grumbles. 


"The Krows - everyone working up there, their eyes are 
everywhere." 


Reaching into her cape, the Dragon pulls out her badge. Dexys 
begins to speak at her badge. 


"This is Halcion of Team Vanguard, anyone there?" 


The emblem rattles inside her red talons. Everyone waits in chilling 
silence, watching the thing whir in her claws until... nothing. Not a 
sound, not a trace for her guild. Halcion tries again. 


"This is Halcion of Team Vanguard." 


Nothing. Dexys reaches into her Mienshao disguise and draws out 
her own badge. 


"This is Mienshao of Team Vanguard. We need an update on the 
guild, please respond.." 


The silence is terrifying. If the guild or krows are neither responding, 
then whatever is happening in Calico Town has to have been big 
enough to silence both the guild and the Krows. The only guess 
Masters has is it being the work of The Sea; perhaps being 
disturbed by whatever Darkrai was trying to pull from it. 


The two explorers put away their badges, while Louisa takes a look 
at his own equipment. All he has for a badge is a pierce of 
parchment sealed in some sort of translucent material. He sighs, 
looking towards the far and distant north. 


"If it's something truly dire, | can see if | can get Articuno on the 
case." 


"You're gonna have Articuno come mess up our town, seriously?" 
Halcion wheezes. "Don't you think getting her is too much? We have 
no idea what's going on there, and since when were we on the good 
side of a goddess?" 


"Always have been. You're willing to put aside your qualms for the 
good of the world, so too am I, and so is she." Louisa says. Standing 
taller than all of them, he looks the dragon down. "You're not going 
to cause any fuss with her regarding any unsettled matters your 
knight may have had, are we?" 


Halcion pauses for a good long second. 
"No." 


"Good." Louisa smiles. "There are plenty, too many to count. You 
told me you have their hat, do you? Can you get a Murkrow to be my 
emergency messenger?" 


He sure can try. Masters puts on the navy, feathered cap and 
whistles. A murkrow from above spots him then flutters down, 
landing the fountain in the plaza. He looks at Masters, waiting. 


"Follow this guy. When he tells you to come back here, you do so, 
and you follow his every word - understand?" 


The Krow salutes dramatically, then sits itself down at the fountain's 
edge, waiting for the second Louisa decides to up and walk away. 
The Inteleon looks to his fellow explorers. 


"What of you three?" 


"Going back home." Halcion says. "Something's up.. If it's nothing, 
then maybe I'll send you a letter - otherwise this is buh-bye." 


"Ditto her." Dexys nods. 


"And I'll be heading back to Hollow Dream's tavern, there's 
something there I'm interested in." Masters adjusts the new hat on 
his head. "If any of you two need me, ask your nearest Krow, they 
all seem to think I'm their head Honchkrow." 


He is their Honchkrow in everything other than flesh. Such a power 
at his beckon call really leaves Masters with all sorts of mixed 
feelings. He could easily abuse it if he were the type to be paranoid 
about every single possible happening around him, learn things no 
pokemon should not, but the ambitious sort he is not nor will he ever 
be. 


"Affirmative." Says a dutiful Louisa. 


The other two simply nod, and the quartet part their ways. Halcion 
and Dexys lead the trail back to Calico, making sure to stop by the 
dozens of caravans for some chesto brew to keep their partner alive, 
while the Inteleon leaves for his own pastures. 


Masters on the other hand, has a different destination in mind. He 
cuts down the same road leading out, past a little plush store, then 
into a corridor between two tents. At the end lies a violet abode - her 
abode. 


He doesn't bother to knock, Masters barges inside and to the 
surprise of no one, not a soul is to be seen. There are countless 
numbers of those orbs here, precious arcane objects left for anyone 
to come into her doors and ogle at. He takes the nearest orb, raises 
it high overhead, then as he's about to shatter it into a million 
pieces- 


"Careful now, Cole." 


Mismagius appears in a puff of purple mist. The spectre snatches 
her orb back, wrapping it in her fabric appendages. A cold fog 
spreads throughout the air as she smiles at him, making no attempt 
to hide the fangs of her true form. 


"You have already given me more than | could ever ask. The 
passage of my champion pains me so, but you have fulfilled the 
promise he made in his place." She leans over her desk, fidgeting 
an orb in her cloth palm. "| don't have much else to give. What 
troubles you this time? A lack of reward?" 


"If | wanted a reward I'd have give up at the first gears.." Masters 
faces her smile with unflinching anger. "You know more than you let 
on, there's something you're not telling me and | want to know." 


"What would | have to hide from you?" She giggles. 


She may not be his foe, but she has led Lucario to his grave. No 
matter if the gears are in her possession or not, or if Lucario has 
willingly resigned himself to her, Masters does not forgive so easily. 
Lucario is gone because of her machinations. Another partner, 
another friend, taken from him too soon. 


He wants to scream. 


"Else-" He instantly stammers over his own words, about ready to 
give in and start screaming. "He's gone, he's gone because of you. 
Don't you care?" 


"| do." She says, laying a cloth appendage upon her gemmed chest. 
"| wish he could be here for you, | would not want anything else for 
you to be well. There is nothing | could have done to stop this. He 
chose it." 


"He chose it? You're saying he wanted to die?" 


"| warned him of the dangers of Mega Evolution and he chose it 
willingly, | did not force him into such a decision - | would not 
endanger my champion. Rei is dear to me, as dear as you've 
become on short notice." 


She reaches a cold hand towards him. He accepts her gesture with 
a disdainful huff. She holds his jaw like one cuddles an infant, then 
lets go. 


"He's dead, Mismagius." 
"| Know very well, Cole." 


"| want to bring him back." He says, reaching into his cowl and 
producing the marble-sized mega stone. "I'm going to use Ho-oh's 
feather on this and bring him back. He didn't deserve to die, he 
deserved more." 


"Of course, and Ho-oh's plume you will find in the tavern awaiting 
thee. | warn you, however, such an object is not easily retrieved." 


"I'm willing to do what it takes." Masters feels his heart rage. "I've 
been through this once, it can't happen again - it makes no sense..." 


"I've told you all you needed to know. There is yet a way for you, 
and you've found it. " She pauses, the mask of hers slipping, and 
concern peeks out from behind. "There are others who would crave 
the power of resurrection for their own as they did the gears. This is 
all I'm permitted to tell thee, for thou art not my champion, and | 
cannot imagine a world where you would swear fealty to me." 


She is right, he would never swear to a legendary, or any pokemon. 
He is his own person. Despite everything he remains his own, 
exploring and adventuring in accordance to what his heart tells him 
most. Ho-oh's plume is a cure to his heartbreak, nothing else. When 
it is mended, he may walk a free pokemon, free of the guilt froma 
long and storied history. 


Is it selfish to claim this power to save his own companion? It is, but 
he had clawed and searched rumors of distorted gears for the sole 
purpose of bringing back a dear friend. He will not let it take another. 


"You're right." He says to the phantom. "| don't belong to you." 


He is about ready to smash the phantom into nothingness, but with 
a single, deep breath, he pulls himself together. Masters steps back, 
fuming at his mouth, though in enough control not to make the worst 


mistake of his life. 


She does not say a word. He feels those eyes staring down his back 
as he turns around, judging him. He wants to scream. 


"I'm going to Calico, I'm bringing my friend, and your champion back. 
He didn't deserve this. Please, if there's anything you can tell me 
which could help. 


He hears the soft clink of an orb falling back into its plinth. As he 
passes through the entrance, her voice bids him a dear farewell. 


"Please be careful, my Cole. You are not alone." 


At the outskirts of Calico Town three figures stand. Halcion sips from 
one of her many bottles of Chesto Ale while her companion peers 
through the night with her ghostly eyes, seeing a city clad in 
darkness. The guild's tower, which had been the jewel of this entire 
continent, is without light. Not a single glimmer of light shines on the 
town ahead save for the full moon looming above. Dexys, surveying 
the scene, speaks. 


"It shouldn't be closed, the guild never wanes its light." Dexys looks 
between the two. "Something is terribly awry.” 


"Outsiders?" Masters asks 
Dexys shrugs. 


"| don't know, | don't think outsiders like Darkrai or | would have it 
out for a silly lighthouse." She looks over her shoulder to Halcion. 
"You know what powers this tower, do you?" 


"The last time | did light duty was forever ago..." The Dragon shakes 
her head, "- what, you gonna Say it's magic?" 


"Sort of, the guild's power source was taken from a ruin" Dexys turns 
to Masters. "I've never been made aware of what it is, but... given 


everything you've told me, | think we have a fair guess. Could be a 
Zekrom fan trying to take the pieces back." 


There is something amok searching for things from a place which 
sounds suspiciously like Temporal Tower. Legendary stuff is always 
a mess; this reeks of it. Though if there were any people capable of 
handling this situation it is these two. They will deal with the light 
problem while he keeps his eyes on his goal. 


On the opposite side of the river is the home of all of Calico's 
commerce. From their vantage point on this little hill he can see the 
moonlit streets: the homes look empty, the streets vacant. Not a 
single lantern is lit. It was only a month or two ago when this place 
was lit like the sun, now it is completely dead. If he has had any 
doubt something terrible has happened, this sight confirms them. 


Surely the town can't all be abandoned. What could cause a place 
as populous as Calico to vanish off the map? An invader? Temporal 
nonsense? 


"Masters?" 


Dexys snaps the ghost back to reality. A familiar brew is shoved into 
his hand, good old Colbur. There is writing on the bottle. 


"Fresh from our newest batch, now 100% time-gear free." - Abra. 


"He saw you with us earlier, | told him I'd get it to you." The Zoroark 
looks to Masters. "Do you need anything else?" 


"Reviver seeds." The words slip out of Masters' mouth. He sees the 
Zoroark reach into her cowl and stops her. "L-Look, if | need any 
healing brews I'll borrow them from the bar. | doubt they'd care." 


"Since when did you become a thief?" 


Halcion's harmless jest hits like a spear. Masters walks away, trying 
to forget about the comment. He waves. 


"Find me later." Masters calls. "| wanna know who turned off the 
lights." 


The Dragon grunts, and the two guildies lead to the right towards the 
tower sitting on its own island. The tides seem much too high for 
them to do anything other than swim across, surely there are a 
plethora of other ways they can get into their guild. Masters goes 
left, heading into a coastal village turned ghost town. 


The town is dead as could be, no soul hears him wandering through 
the empty streets, no creatures are lurking in the shadows. The only 
sound are his footsteps and the crashing of waves hitting the town's 
docks. 


It is a long walk through deafening silence until a sign shows itself: a 
scrap of fabric caught onto a bent lamp post. The metal post is 
twisted and bent like a gnarl root, as if it had folded in on itself to 
catch the red cloth. Probably one of the light workers here, a fire- 


type. 


The wall behind the post has a single clean slice running across it. 
Could a feral have attacked this worker? The post is bent towards 
the wall, lining up perfectly with the scar on the wall as if drawn 
towards the seam. Odd, Masters’ only guess is it being the 
telekinetic craftsmanship of a mad psychic, but it's in too narrow of a 
space - too precise for it to be a psychic's wrathful doing. Not even 
they are this clean. Where is the corpse? 


Masters stops and listens. Not so much as a footstep is heard 
through these desolate streets. 


He leaves one gruesome sight behind for another. Walking down the 
street he finds the body of a fire-type - a Braixen. A look of pure 
terror is permanently etched into their face. There are no wounds 
that Masters can see, it is as if this worker has dropped dead on the 
spot. Their appearance is all he needs to know a terrible fate has 
befallen Calico Town. The sooner he gets to the tavern, the less 
likely he is to come face to face with it. 


He rushes past the corpse. Ahead of him, the street narrows. He 
sees his light at the end of his tunnel: a plaza and the tavern outside 
it. Masters spits out two flames in anticipation, holstering the fires in 
his lantern. Whatever has put the Braixen down must still be in this 
town; someone should have found this body already and reported it 


to the guild. Calico should be flooded with explorers trying to hunt 
the man down. 


The questions continue to race. What could have wiped a whole 
town off the map, what could be so horrible? If Rei were here, he 
would tell him to move, and with nowhere to run in this barren street, 
Masters races down cobbled street, shoving his thoughts to the 
wayside. 


People have to be looking for the feather other than him; artefacts of 
any kind have a way of drawing out the scum of the land. What 
would someone want to bring to this world which justifies a town 
being erased - a guild town no less? The notion sinks its claws into 
him as he continues down the road, the old sign outside the tavern 
swaying, beckoning Masters. 


He walks, and walks. Masters' head is pounding. He is close. His 
feet pound against the cobblestone like a drum. 


The fur on the back of his neck rise up. Someone has to be following 
him. He picks up the pace, breaking into a full sprint down the 
corridor. Why wasn't he running in the first place? 


He runs, and runs. He keeps running till his breath becomes hoarse. 
He shuts his eyes and collects himself, painting. His eyes reopen 


The tavern remains out of reach. 


Is he dreaming? He must, he is no closer than he was minutes ago.. 
He keeps walking; the tavern keeps getting further. He truly believes 
he is going mad up until his ears flick, catching a most strange 
sound. 


It is not the sounds of footsteps, not the sounds of waves, but a faint 
whistling of wind sounding behind his ears. With every step he 
makes it whistles in kind. An invisible force is reaching for him, 
causing the winds to rage, trying to stop him. 


His steps slow for a split second, so too does this force, all but 
confirming his suspicions as he reaches into his lantern, fingers 
gripping tightly around a flame. He turns around. 


A horrid scream slices through the air, the world behind him warped 
and twisted, folded into each other to keep him close to this thing 
behind him. He lets loose his Infernal Parade and Spacial Rend 
tears through them, crunching it and everything in its slash into 
nothingness. The gravitational force pulls inwards into a great 
shadow. 
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59 - Midnight 


Chapter 59: 59 - Midnight 


Masters races against the clock to retrieve the plume. 


"This will be enough, Oracle." 


The throne room, as she had described it, was little more than a 
nook in a dungeon - in a place far from the rest of society where 
time is frozen. Thick black curtains hide the rest of the dungeon from 
light, and cClad in candlelight is the so-called prince. 


A pitch black creature, tall, gaunt, and with a handsome head of 
hair. This the prince his guide spoke of, Darkrai. As the hatted ghost 
seats Cole he retrieves a bottle from a nearby stand and pours his 
guest a glass - Oran Wine - and hands it to Cole. He reluctantly 
takes it, but he does not take a drink. 


"| thought you would ask me for more." The Mismagius speaks. "| 
have given you what you wanted. | expect a return, Darkrai." 


"Yes, of course. The sableye trapped in this time answer to me 
now." Darkrai's searing eyes briefly flash to Cole. "They will find you 
your corpse . I've already sent them abroad. You should do the 
same if you're this desperate to find your vessel." 


"This is the closest | have to possessing what the knight promised 
me. | am going to play my cards close." She sighs. "You are an 
asset prince, not an ally. Do not see his absence as a role to be 
fulfilled." 


"What would you call a left hand? Are you insinuating | am the 
Knight's servant, his slave?" 


"| insinuate nothing, prince. | am telling you to rein in your ambitions 
- just as the knight would say." 


The words fly past his head. The knight? Servitude? He was 
expecting to come face to face with the man behind all of this, but 
this Prince is seeming more like a Peon than a ruler, a fact which 
seems to crawl under his fabric-like skin. Darkrai huffs, looking from 
the phantom and gesturing to the glass in Cole's hands. 


"You're disturbing our guest, madam." He says. "We will discuss this 
affair afterwards." 


"Indeed we shall." 


And with a bow, the phantom leaves the tent. A moment passes 
wherein Darkrai's eyes track a figure behind the cloth, then finally, 
silence. He pours himself a glass of the same bottle, taking it into his 
hands, then briefly pressing it against his featureless face. He does 
not appear to have a mouth, or anything for that matter save for his 
intense eyes and silvery hair, but half the glass' contents vanishes. 


Cole feels the weight on his shoulders. He looks at his glass, the 
blue fluids beckoning him like some kind of temptress. It is not 
poisonous, it is just a drink, a gesture of kindness to a prince toa 
famed explorer. 


So why is he even contemplating this? He sloshes it around, the 
blue contents become a whirlwind in his glass. Pure blue, oran, 
sweet as ever. This glass is no different from the dozens of bottles 
he has downed in Spinda's Bar since... since... 


He can have this, just this little sip to show a modicum of trust. Cole 
presses the cup to his lips and drinks, letting the Oran juices flow 
through him. He sets the glass aside and waits. 


And waits... 


"| am flattered you would think I'd deceive you, but I've no use for 
you dead, nor captured." Darkrai steals the words right out from his 
mouth, setting his glass down.. "| would have wanted Dent here 
rather than you, but the greater powers fail to return him, and for this 


you have my deepest condolaces." 
"Greater powers?" Cole asks. "Are you talking about Dialga?" 


"Indeed. Even in the realms of the immortal there are certain others 
who stand above everyone else, and there is one even above them. 
These "higher powers" are those who control our reality. We are 
pieces in their game, and the knight my other spoke of opposed 
such an order." 


"The Knight has destroyed all which divides the mortal from the 
living, and because of him, | am able to speak with you. | am free to 
choose my own path just as any mortal, and any mortal is free to 
choose a higher being. Our Destiny is no longer set in stone. We 
may choose our lives as we see fit." 


"This light -this higher power - still rages. It casts meddlers from 
different realities onto the world to fulfill its goals, and such meddlers 
were thy friend, the human. " 


Dent, the meddler's name is Dent. A human not of this world, cast to 
the future then cast back in time by Celebi, the one who partnered 
along an infamous thief to spare their reality from grief and suffrage - 
to end it all. Only two years out, he already hates his part in this 
temporal game, for having dealt a final blow to a reality of loving, 
caring souls. 


"Are you listening, Cole?" 


He is shaken awake by Darkrai's words. The shadow leans 
forwards, staring into the Quilava's weary soul. Cole 


"If you believe me your enemy, then | am not. | serve the knight, one 
who would see this meddlesome light and power above all of us 
fade into nothing. | am to create a world of darkness for my Knight, 
to create in a world where this meddlesome light may finally peter 
out" Darkrai puts a hand up to his heart. "You have foiled my 
previous attempt. | aimed to create one through the destruction of 
Temporal Tower, and | have brought thee here so you may know my 
aims are pure." 


Dent no longer exists. Cole is the only living proof of the human - the 
outsider's existence. His partner fought for a world without darkness. 
He cannot let this come to pass.. 


"You're a Dark Type, aren't you, a Legendary?" Cole points to the 
prince. "You have everything to gain from a World of Darkness. Who 
cares about higher powers when in a world of darkness, you're 
going to the only one? Dent stopped you once, and I'll do it again, 
even if it means losing everything." 


The Dark-type legendary leans back, stealing another sip from his 
glass, before he sighs and speaks once more. He furrows his brow. 


"The world of darkness is a phase, a state of being throughout a 
thousand years, and when the light of this higher power is 
diminished, then paradise may come - a paradise where in our sons 
may decide the world for themselves without a great meddler. This 
is what the knight envisioned when he destroyed Destiny Tower, 
and an ambition | too share." 


"| need your help - the Knight needs your help - in rooting out the 
attempts the Light makes to undo our paradise. You know these 
outsiders by heart, you have surpassed one by outliving him. We 
need you to help silence this baleful light." 


"| want you to be able to live as you have: your own person. Please, 
Cole. | need your help in building a better world, a world your human 
would have want." 


Those final words ring through his hard, reverberating through 
Cole's entire being. He clenches his chest tight, and shuts his eyes. 


Dent wanted a world where they can exist freely of any Legendary's 
reign, a world wherein every pokemon comes together and joins 
their fellows in building a world of peace and tranquility. This is the 
final message he imparted before fading in Cole's arms, to spread 
his message to create a world of peace - free of fear. 


Cole takes a long swig of his glass, drowning out any doubts with 
alcoholic inhibition. Dent would've wanted him to take advantage of 
Darkrai's favor, but no matter what Darkrai says, his friend's memory 


entrusts Cole to remain true to himself. 


With a final gulp, Cole sets the glass next to him. He takes a deep, 
quivering breath. 


| refuse. 


How, how was he back? This made no sense, Darkrai should be 
dead! Palkia dealt with him, banished him out of existence! How did 
he come back to haunt him? Why? Why could not have the fates 
aligned to bring his darling back? Why did it have to be this wretch? 


The familiar, haunting sight of Spacial Rend slashes in front of him - 
condensing space and time into a razor's edge and pulling Masters 
forwards. Darkrai raises his hand for another chop, but Masters halts 
him, quickly grabbing his palm before it could come crashing down.. 


Darkrai's eyes are glowing with rage, staring right into Masters' 
heart. 


"As long as you meddlers draw breath, my world of darkness cannot 
come!" Darkrai snarls in Masters’ face. "You would stand to destroy 
his paradise! As long as you exist, our future remains clouded!" 


"Your world? Aren't you Zekrom's lackey? Are you trying to steal his 
valor?" 


"My nightmare will engulf this world in Darkness!" He proclaims. "1 
shall lead you through the darkness to the knight's paradise! And 
you, idolater, shall be left behind!" 


Darkrai shoves Masters away as he comes barreling downwards 
with another slash. The space-destroying move narrowly misses, 
sucking him straight back into Darkrai's grasp. This time, Masters is 
waiting for it. A swift Thunder Punch rocks Darkrai's chin, sending 
him careening into the warped street. 


The buildings, roads, and everything has been scrunched into a 


narrow space by numerous cuts from Spacial Rend. Masters is 
nowhere closer to the Hollow Dreams tavern as he was when he 
began. Facing down a ghost of his past, Masters stands his ground. 


"What do you want? You want me dead?" Masters shouts. "If you're 
holding a grudge for this long then it's your problem more than it is 
mine. | don't care about your plans! | have something | want, and if 
you're gonna get in the way of that then | have no choice!" 


"Oh, and what may this be?" Darkrai hovers upright. "A particular 
feather, is it? Do you intend to squander the miracle of rebirth on 
your own friend? Art thee so selfish? Out of all the people who have 
walked this planet, are you going to say thy friend is more 
deserving?" 


No, he is not. The world has already deprived him of one partner. It 
should not be permitted to take another. Higher powers be damned, 
Masters does not deserve this, and Darkrai should know that. 


"No one is, but Rei-" 
"Rei? Did you forget about someone?" 
He hesitates for a split second, and Darkrai soars towards him. 


A third Spacial Rend comes crashing down. He braces himself. 
Stars and Cosmos carve into Masters’ being, slicing his arm to 
pieces. Masters lets out a horrid scream, forcing Darkrai back with 
wild kicks. 


Masters does not have the stomach to look at it. He just runs, 
corking open the colbur and pouring it over the gaping wound. He 
grits through the pain. 


lf Darkrai wants the feather, too bad. He will gun for it, use it up, and 
leave Darkrai with nothing. Does Masters know how to use it in the 
first place? No, but getting it first will prove a point to his nemesis, 
that after all this time his friends are more important than years of an 
unrequited grudge. 


He books it towards the tavern, making leaps and bounds over the 
brick road, but each step he makes is accompanied by the loud 


scream of space being crunched behind him. Slash after slash, 
Darkrai condenses Masters' head start into nothing. 


The Typhlosion thinks quickly. He is barely closer to the tavern than 
he was before, but to his left, facing the town square, is a shop with 
big windows. He takes the bottle in hand, waits for the inevitable 
slash from behind, then throws, shattering the shopfront to pieces. 


Shards of glass careen past Masters, drawn in by Spacial Rend, 
skewering Darkrai's arm. This time, it buys Masters enough space to 
bound out of Darkrai's range, breaking straight into the square. The 
purple tent isn't here, the stalls are empty. Everyone has seemingly 
gotten up and vanished, which given Darkrai's back to make himself 
the world's problem, is all too possible. 


He can see the tavern. The sign outside beckons him, the golden 
light from within shining out into the street. Masters sprints towards 
it, and right on queue, the fur on his back sticks up. 


Masters hits the floor as a wave of Dark Pulse surges overhead. Ina 
split second he pulls himself onto his feet, another and the prince's 
shadow descends upon him. He fires down a blast from atop the 
tavern itself. 


Masters throws himself towards the tavern, but the blast narrowly 
grazes him, throwing him to his goal whilst scoring his back in 
darkness. His carcass crumbles down the stairs, and hits the tavern 
floor with a yelp of pain. 


He fumbles for his holster. Pulling out a flame, he faces the door 
above. He hears a crack, and the roof there collapses, entombing 
Masters in the tavern. 


Masters breathes a sigh of relief, and is not the only one. 


"Phew!" A familiar voice speaks up. "Knew you'd always come 
back!" 


Minstrel! He's on the bar, and holding the big shiny feather they are 
looking for. Just looking at it makes Masters’ heads spin. Despite 
overwhelming the tavern with a bright golden glow, the color of the 


plume itself shines like an ever-changing rainbow. Masters gets onto 
his feet, and faces his friend, gripping his wound tight. 


"Minstrel!" Masters smiles. "I thought you'd be done for! Where did 
everyone go?" 


"To sleep." The chatot chuckles. "I'd have been history as well, were 
it not for a friend of ours!" 


He bows his hat, revealing a purple ribbon hidden by his giant 
Skarmory's plume. The material catches light in a strange way, 
almost like it sucks in the glow of the feather itself. Seeing it, 
Masters knows everything. 


"| had no idea you were friends with her." Masters says. "He must 
not be dumb enough to mess with a friend of hers’, excluding me for 
reasons which should be... pretty apparent." 


"Don't need to tell me that boring story, but | can't do anything for 
you other than give you this thing myself." Chatot holds out the 
rainbow wing. "I don't know this bird's tales by heart - Ho-oh's rarely 
spoken of outside of those who pray for good luck. You're going to 
have to figure out the rest on your own." 


Masters takes the feather into his hand. The quill, warm to the touch, 
feels like a summer wind. It begs to be regarded with admiration and 
amazement, but he simply stows it away, pinning it behind the dark 
metal quill in his hat. There will be no figuring out the riddles of 
legendaries so long as he has one breathing down his neck. When 
Darkrai is dealt with, he will have all the time in the world to unravel 
ho-oh's web. 


"Thank you." Masters takes a deep breath. "What about you?" 


"Not worried in the slightest." The small bird gestures to his hat once 
again. "She said a lot of things to me, the least of which involved 

you being in trouble and me by association. | was offered protection, 
so | took it. It's obviously more complicated but those are the least of 
your worries, you still have a pesky criminal to attend to, don't you?" 


"Criminal does not describe it. | didn't even get to tell you about 


everything that's happened, | don't even know why he's come back 
all of a sudden other than to spite me." 


A howl of wind rattles the ceiling above. Chunks of rubble are blown 
aside, and a shadow descends from behind the curtains. Darkrai is 
here. 


"You've a storied history together, I'm sure you could always ask him 
nicely." Minstrel says with a chuckle. "Does he want you done?" 


Masters holds up whatever has become of his arm. The Chatot gags 
in horror, and looks towards the rainbow behind the bar. He grabs a 
drink from out there, two bottles. Masters catches them. Sitrus and 
Chesto. One powerful healing concoction; the other needs no 
introduction. 


"Yeah." 


The typhlosion mutters. He bites the cork out of the Sitrus bottle, 
and lets half the remedy pour over his gaping wound. It stings like a 
mad beedrill. A moment or two later, he can finally move his fingers, 
and slides both bottles into his bandolier. 


"He is not suddenly about to come in here and use you as a hostage 
tool to get me to fork over the feather, right?" Masters looks to 
Minstrel. "He doesn't like me being alive." 


"And tick off a really scary lady? He wouldn't dare." 


The door to the tavern creaks open. A glowing, glistening interior is 
engulfed in Darkrai's shadow. He descends from the steps, walking 
on thin, insect-like appendages. 


"That's all | need to hear, Minstrel." He says. "Now do both of us a 
favor, and make sure you stay far away from us." 


With neither question nor fuss, Masters hears Minstrel flap his wings 
to safety, either behind the bar or somewhere else. Darkrai looms. 


"Cole Masters," Darkrai hisses like a serpent, "Through your actions, 
you've unraveled the knight's ambitions and dealt his hand an 
unforgivable wound. The thousand years of darkness is destined; 


yet you would shackle us to this feeble light!" 


"A thousand years of Darkness?" Masters glares, watching the 
shadow descend the stairs. "Have you ever seen what your world's 
like? Water doesn't flow, the crops wilt, the people suffer. They 
would have me wipe them out of existence than let you have your 
way!" 


The pitch-black pokemon drifts down. He holds out a hand anda 
razor-thin line of energy forms between his fingertips. Like a shard of 
glass it is transparent, Masters swears he can see the stars inside it. 


Where were his wounds? He should be skewered with glass. No, he 
devoured people's dreams to heal himself. 


"I will admit, my plan to hasten its arrival through the collapse of 
Temporal Tower was a fool's endeavor. And | have you to thank for 
readying my people for the world to come. | am certain you have 
quelled their suffrage." 


Celebi. Their bleak world is inevitable, but they made something of it 
in the future because of Masters’ guidance. 


"Celebi, Grovyle - that human's world was all suffering without 
reason. Without my rule at its helm, the world of darkness serves 
nothing. | am anointed by Zekrom for this purpose! This is the future 
| choose!" 


He brushes aside his locks of silver hair. A crown rests above his 
searing blue eyes; a crown which he does not deserve. Rhetoric, 
selfish rhetoric, Masters has heard this song countless times before. 


"They are fine without you, the people don't need a tyrant breathing 
down their backs. You're bringing about the inevitable, and you're 
succeeding, isn't that enough for you?" 


"And leave the knight's ambition unfulfilled, let the world dwell in 
their sufferage? There is no light in the world to come. Zekrom 
chose me because he needed me to bring about this world for his 
paradise! |, and only | canl lead you through the darkest of days." 


Got him talking, at least. Masters scans the empty tavern, spotting 


Chatot behind the bar. His note-shape plume rises over the counter. 
They lock eyes, and in the second, Masters mouths something. 
Minstrel nods. 


Masters spits out two flames, refilling his lanterns. 


"| don't care." Masters says. "The feather belongs to me. | do not 
have the fight in me to keep up with you. You can have your way 
with this world.." 


Darkrai bellows with a dark laugh. His eyes narrow in on masters, 
the glass between his fingers glistens. 


"And if you will not surrender Ho-oh's plume, then you will surrender 
your life!" 


In the blink of an eye, Masters throws his spectral flame. Darkrai 
surges through the embers and brings down the blade. The tavern 
buckles under Spacial Rend's influence. The floor is torn to shreds. 
Splinters soar towards the cut in reality, crunching down into a sliver 
of nothingness. 


Masters is brought forwards by the force. Darkrai slashes again. 
There is a scream. 


Every bottle behind the bar shatters as Minstrel lets loose an ear- 
splitting Boomblast. A rainbow of ar hundred blades fly to the space 
inbetween Darkrai's fingers, skewering the hand inches from 
Masters' face. As Darkrai turns to the culprit, Masters delivers a deft 
Thunder Punch to the being's gut, sending Darkrai reeling into a bar 
table. He breaks it fro the door. 


"Imprudent wretch!" Darkrai screams. "You would forgo her 
protection for this fool?" 


There's a second scream, another boomburst, cut short by Minstrel's 
body hitting the bar and falling aslumber. Masters makes it outside 
in the aftermath. 


What is the plan, running? He will only get so far. Stopping Darkrai 
is of utmost importance, he will chase Masters to the ends of the 
continent until he figures out how to use this feather or die first. 


Removing Darkrai from this question is a fantastic idea, one the 
lesser half of him wholly supports, but doing so is going to make 
things way way worse. 


One Darkrai is enough, the second one - the one not from this world 
is another matter altogether. She came here because Darkrai was 
missing, done in by Palkia it seems. She took his place, and he 
simply took it back upon her demise. 


The Prince is absolutely right about one thing, so long as Masters is 
alive he is going to be a thon in Darkrai's side. Zekrom, higher 
powers, or Mismagius - whatever she Is - can complain all they like, 
he is not going to give Darkrai what he wants. He will get Rei back, 
they will figure it out together. He just needs to survive this one fight 
alone. 


Alone, he is alone. He cannot do this alone. 


Masters looks across the river. The guild's tower, dead, houses the 
two people on this continent who happen to have experience in 
handling nightmare kindred. 


He runs across the plaza into the empty streets, retracing his steps 
as fast as he can to the pearly bridge separating two halves of this 
town. Thinking quickly, he swaps his hat for the old bird's, then 
whistles. 


Seconds later, he hears a pair of wings overhead. A Murkrow soars 
above him. Masters shouts to them. 


"Go look for Louisa! Tell them to get to Calico as fast as he can!" 
Masters shouts. "Try the society up north, he's the pink Intel-" 


A flash, like lightning, lights the sky. Spacial Rend passes through 
the Murkrow. There is a pause, then it squawks in terror as its body 
folds in on itself, gravity pulling it into part, condensing it down into a 
blade's width, and then into nothingness. The rooftops erupt into a 
cacophony of caws, because of course they are more here, and too 
many flee at once for Darkrai to destroy them. 


Masters hears an ear-splitting ringing from behind. Darkrai, having 


caught up in seconds, whips a Spacial Rend. It hits something 
invisible as the whole street, buildings and all crunch together, 
shortening the space between them. He goes for another, shaving 
reality down again and again. 


He is barely making progress on his own, but through Darkrai's own 
help he will be teleported to the end of this street if he keeps 
scrunching space like he is doing, Darkrai still outpaces him by a 
landslide, he needs to find his way out. 


His out comes in the form of one of the thousands of things left 
behind when everyone in this town vanished at once. A cart, full of 
things, sticking out of an alleyway. As soon as he approaches he 
doffs Honchkrow's hat. He pulls the cart out of the alley as he 
passes, then lets his fire rage. Facing his mane to Darkrai, he fires 
off a barrage of scoring rocks - collateral be damned, and turning the 
wooden cart into a slew of fiery splinters. 


The blast nearly throws him forwards on the floor, but still, he runs, 
snagging a glance back at his handiwork. 


Everything is frozen. The remains of the cart, the fiery rocks, 
suspended in halted time. Darkrai slips through the wreckage as a 
shadow along the earth, reforming before Masters with a Rend 
already prepared. 


He goes for the slash, a swift Thunder Punch disables his swinging 
arm. Darkrai switches hands but Masters is quick to seize both his 
limbs, locking the Prince in an impromptu hold. 


"It's already started." Darkrai states. "With every soul | trap in the 
nightmare, Darkness spreads, time shall halt as it should have 
before." 


"Same tricks again?" Masters growls. "Palkia will stop you! You're 
setting yourself up for failure." 


"Stop me? My knight shall protect me. Zekrom slew any who would 
stand in his path, Palkia is no different. Once | have taken the plume 
from your corpse, he will be returned!" 


Darkrai's arms are becoming cold. Masters tightens his grasp. 


"| can name one. His name's Rei, and I'll make sure you won't forget 
him!" 


The cold shoots down Darkrai's arms. Masters pulls him closer, 
shifting Darkrai off balance, and throwing him into a swift Thunder 
Punch. The lightning from his knuckles constricts Darkrai's limb, 
paralysis setting hold. Masters quickly bends his arm in ways it 
shouldn't, pointing the palm right into his face as the obvious Dark 
Void leaves his fingers. Darkrai shrieks, and is cut short, fading out 
of reality altogether. 


Seconds, he has seconds. Masters books it, heading straight down 
the road. He swerves to his left, the bridge lying in wait. 


"Halcion, Dexys!" He shouts. "I'm coming!" 


He passes by a familiar, twisted lamppost, past buildings reduced to 
warped chunks. He sets foot on the bridge, stampeding over the 
cobblestone arch. Masters makes it halfway when something tears 
through him. A wicked gale filled with Dark Aura - Dark Pulse, 
courtesy of the legendary hidden by the bridge's arch. 


The energy wreaks havoc on his undead body, throwing him against 
the railing with its powerful gale, reducing the stones around him to 
rubble. He cries out in agony as dark, hateful flames wilt his flesh. 
Instincts take over, he reaches into his bandolier for the bottle when 
a Spacial Rend rips it out of his hand into Darkrai's, collapsing the 
bridge in the progress, bringing him right where Darkrai wants 
Masters - groveling beneath him. 


"Sitrus, what a waste." Darkrai chucks it off the bridge, shattering the 
precious tonic against the solidified river. "Your craftiness is 
admirable, | nearly regret having to take your life. But you had 
chosen this path against the Knight long ago, your death at our 
hands was an inevitability.” 


"You should be-" Masters coughs. 


"Do you think casting me into a nightmare | have utter control over 


would abate me? Foolishness, Cole Masters, your desperation 
brought me victory. And now | will take from you your life, and have 
the knight returned to me. That infernal light will peter out in his 
world of Darkness; the Knight's paradise shall arrive without thee." 


Breathing feels like pushing a dagger up to his lung. Damnable 
typing has been more of a problem than it is worth. There has to be 
something he can do. Darkrai likely has a way to see past 
Smokescreen; Infernal parade will simply tickle him. This leaves an 
all-to-dangerous eruption and an all too weak thunderpunch to 
purchase his way out of this. 


Masters struggles. The railing, wracked by Dark Pulse, crumbles 
when he reaches for it, throwing him against the floor as Darkrai 

comes closer, enshrouding him like a cloud of doom as a Spacial 
Rend forms at his fingers. 


"Th-The lady, The Oracle." Masters sputters out. "Do you think she 
would approve of this? I've helped her, helped your knight, you're 
here because of me." 


"Bargaining, Cole?" He stops. "The time for deals has long past." 


Darkrai is the left hand. He is The Prince, Zekrom is The Knight, the 
ghost lady is The Oracle. Unless there is a secret forth to his 
triumvirate then she has to be the right hand, Zekrom outclasses 
them both but she outclasses Darkrai - she must. 


"I'm not making a deal." Masters speaks. "You're out of control - 
you're not acting on the knight's best interests. 


"| am, because you would waste this precious opportunity on a 
worthless man. You don't care about saving anyone other than who 
is closest to you. Reviving Zekrom is a gift to all, we need him to 
suffocate these last motes of light in our world, we need him in order 
to ensure our paradise. | could bring it on my own but think. Cole - 
do you know what could be accomplished with his return?" 


"lam guaranteed my throne. My reign is to come whether he is here 
or he is not. Why do you want him to remain aslumber? Do you want 
me to take the World of Darkness uncontested?" 


The anger in Darkrai's eyes bleeds into frustration. 


"If this is your manner of pleading for life, then hand the feather to 
me. My ambitions are greater than seeing you to your grave, 
Zekrom is worth more than my squabble with you. 


Darkrai's old voice returns; the one which tempted him long ago. 
Cunning, a leader sure of themselves for all the right reasons, one 
who could make swallowing the world in darkness for decades to 
come sound like a golden age. Darkrai is changing persons before 
his eyes. 


"Do you think she would want this, then? His oracle, the right hand." 


Mention of it strikes a cord in him, as if tugging on an invisible chain. 
His loyalty to Zekrom is loyalty to her. No wonder his ego is so frail, 
no wonder he would go so mad if anyone spat on the one bit 
authority he has. Masters and Palkia together ruined him, whether 
he admits this aloud or not. 


It is a fact he seemingly cannot face. His eyes narrow, he brushes 
aside his flowing mane, frustrated - backed into a corner no worse 
than Masters’. 


"You forwent her offer." Darkrai states. "She sent me here in search 
of Ho-oh's plume, and told me of you, knowing | would have your 
head." 


And she warned Masters. What is her plan? Playing both sides? 
Even when he spat in the face of her favor, she would still protect 
Masters. Odd. It nulls the feeling of betrayal altogether. 


"You know me enough to want me gone. I'm a problem to you, | 
don't blame you." Masters coughs. Purple ichor splatters the ground. 
"Since Dialga, since you, | haven't wanted to work alongside those 
higher people. | can't find any kinship with them, something about 
seeming so small compared to them, like little pieces on a board." 


There is an exception, Celebi. Bless her heart. Masters collects his 
breath. 


"The Oracle, right? She took one's place, she is one. | don't want to 


live under anyone's claws, especially a legendary's. | had to say no. 
| want to keep living how | live, and if | have to be lost for another 
fifteen years, then | say it's worth it." 


"You want freedom, you said it yourself, freedom from whatever is 
even above you people. | just want to be my own. If | choose to 
spend that life stopping you, then it's at least my choice, not 
because something big told us we were created to fight each other. 
She said | reminded her alot of the knight, and | think this is what 
she meant, someone who decides for themselves, who encites 
change on behalf of all of the worlds’, not just because he wants to." 


He had the gears in hand. Whether it be freezing the Sea solid or 
potentially bringing someone from the abyss, he had the power to 
make it happen. Yet no matter what choice he could have made with 
the gears it would have affected thousands, surely. 


"You live on a different layer from me, you have a different sense of 
scale. He let you go free, so you choose to serve him. | don't have 
any big plans with my freedom, | just want no one to choose for me." 


Darkrai lords over him, his searing eyes wavering. His cold figure 
does not seem to draw breath, yet something, a rumble inside him 
sounds out. The tension is thick enough to be cut. 


"| want you dead." 


A screech cuts through the air. He throws the rend with frustration, 
and shouts. He grips his head palms, like he's about to crumble into 
a pile of black muck. 


"You are a one of a kind person. You're not some chosen human, an 
interloper on behalf of the greater will, you're just you and 
irreplaceable in your resolve. | wanted you gone because of the 
threat you hold. | hate you; | hate that | can't have you. " 


Darkrai combs through his mane with his long fingers. another 
reverberation swells within the dark being. He faces the guild's 
tower, where its light and protection have been stripped from this 
world. No wonder he would begin here, where this damnable thing 
shines its brightest. It is not the light he abhors, it is its chains it uses 


to bind him and a dear friend Masters had long lost. 
"Cole Masters." Darkrai speaks. 
"Darkrai?" 


He allows Masters to get to his feet, to wipe away the gunk around 
his mouth. Masters’ chest still feels like it has an arrow driven 
through it. He faces the tower with Darkrai, both staring out into a 
river which has run black, the waves slowing by each second, 
warping into spires of hardened nothingness. 


"Zekrom took an outsider beneath his wing, freed him from the 
light's ambition. It was with them they raged against the light. A war 
long fought which ended in my Knight's demise, at his partner's own 
hands. He accepted this death, contented, one can fathom. It had 
been the outsider's choice, not the Light's." 


There is a pause. 


"| did not conspire to kill Dent. The Oracle had wanted him; nothing 
could have been done. | tried. | could not account for the thing's 
cruelty." 


He is not given the moment to ponder. Darkrai faces him down, the 
feather, slung in the hat around Masters, reflects in his gaze. 


"Do not interfere with the Darkness here, it will save you, and do not 
squander the gift you possess. | have done what is needed of me by 
her, the rest of this relies on your hands - mortals." 


There is something in the distance, a lone figure, trailing down the 
riverside. Halcion, her scales burned to a radiant crisp by golden 
embers. Dexys is nowhere. A sense of imminent dread rakes its 
claws into Masters. What is going on? What would Darkrai have to 
fear? He looks to the Darkrai as he floats away, hands clasped 
behind his back. 


"What are you..." 


He says nothing. Masters tries to catch up to his shadow, raking his 
injured body across the cobblestones. He shouts. 


"Answer me, what's going on?!" 


Like a shadow beneath the waves, Darkrai descends into the earth 
itself, fading from his reality and speeding along as an incorporeal 
thing - leaving Masters to face whatever is happening here. Icy cold 
sweat runs down Masters' head. His mind races, his body is a 
wreck, and so too is Halcion. 


Something shines on the horizon. It feels like a heat wave..A golden 
light radiates from the tower, a second sun in this world of Darkness, 
drowning out everything and him in its intensity. Pulsating veins race 
across the land, turning buildings, all they touch in their infernal glow 
into ashes, bending distorted poles into form then incinerating them 
with its glory. The earth trembles, Halcion sprints through the 
incoming chaos. 


She screams. 


"There's nothing left! Get out of here!" 


Darkrai from Our World 


60 - Break of Dawn Part One 


Chapter 60: 60 - Break of Dawn Part One 


Start of the end. 


Abandon the thought, whoever you think is waiting for you has 
forgotten about you long ago. 


You've made a promise - a foolish promise - of returning one day. 
But you will never see this light. They have already forgotten you, 
and it's only right for you to do the same. 


The dawn of your homeland has faded, only | remain. Be with me, 
and we will burn forevermore. You, your fellows, and your body 
kindling. Let our fire rage together, let them know our name. 


Deafening, all-consuming silence announces their arrival as Dexys' 
partner leads her through the subterranean tunnels. Not a sound is 
heard, a murmur through its halls or a light from the structure above. 
The guild is empty. 


The only thing Dexys can feel is the distant warmth of the forge 
penetrating the nothingness. Magcargo is still up and round, he must 
be. 


"Stay on your toes." Dexys looks back to the Haxorus. "The guild is 
never this quiet." 


"You think?" The dragon hisses. "The tower is out. Either our home's 
done for or something even worse is happening. When was the last 
time the guild shut off the light, was it for maintenance?" 


Dexys has only been here for so long. The beacon operates on an 
endless source, it cannot be "taken down" or turned off. Someone 
would have to put it on full lock down, shut the emergency doors 
they only use in case of fire. 


As Dexys thinks, she squints down the hallway. It is so dark her 
phantasmal senses kick in. What she sees... no one should. 


The bodies of every guildie, every newbie who should be in their 
dormitories start to line the corridors. They are not gone, they all still 
breathe, some squirming as if trying to free themselves. Once 
Halcion sees it, she stops dead in her tracks. 


"Is... this..." Halcion mutters. 


"Feels like her work, she could do this to a guild if she wanted to." 
Dexys answers.. "Darkrai's gone, | don't think she can come back. | 
have no idea what is happening here." 


She looks to the nearest Pokemon, a cute little meowth slumped 
against one of the doors. .It draws in deep, wheezing breaths, 
comatose. She gives the guildie a shake, nothing happens. She 
gently lifts them, squinting at the explorer. Something about them 
appears off. Holding them against the light at the end of the corridor 
reveals all. 


The Meowth is monochrome. A look of pure horror is on their face, 
as if someone has stricken them unconscious and devoured a part 
of him. Dexys leans them softly against the door, closing their 
hands. 


"Something is awry." Dexys says to herself. 


"It is not everyday you come back to your guild and find everyone 
frozen and sucked of their colour as if some rainbow-hungry golbat 
was round here." Halcion glances at the bodies. "Ain't this like what 
Masters described?" 


"If I'm to believe, yes. Whatever did that to Honchkrow's boss has 
come here." Dexys sighs.. "None of this makes sense to me. It feels 
like an illusion." 


Down the hall are more guildies stuck in the same monochromatic 
coma as Mewoth, strewn carelessly through the halls as if 
something had dozed through. A few looked to have put up a fight. 
They were unsuccessful. Dexys stands upright, her glowing eyes 
facing the hall. 


"I'm not sure what it is, but we have best keep on our toes." The 
Zoroark looks to her partner. "What do we do, Hal?" 


"| don't know, | do know if anyone's gonna be okay it's Mag 
downstairs." The Haxorus sniffs the air. "I can still smell the 
charcoal, his forge is still going, | doubt whatever is in here is dumb 
enough to go for him lest they melt. 


Makes sense. If anyone here is safe from an invader, it is the one 
pokemon who controls the central heating. Collecting herself, she 
looks to the stairs at the end of the hall. Magcargo lies below. 


"Ready when you are." She says. 
"Always ready, Dexys." 


They navigate down the corridor, their footsteps echoing down the 

staircase. Going first, she passes by a body of one of her fellows to 
see the metallic, glowing door of the forge below. Someone tried to 
reach it. 


She signals Halcion, bracing both sides of the entrance..Halcion, 
able to withstand the red-hot metal, turns the door's bolts. 


As the metal hinges scream, the heat gushes outwards. Halcion 
leads the way, dragging Dexys inside by her talons, then closes the 
door behind them. Together, in the sweltering hot heat, they gather 
their breath. A lone pokemon, neither monochromatic or fainted, 
fervently funnels coals into the roaring furnace. He is shocked to see 
them. 


"Hal!" The magma slug proclaims. "You're the last person | expected 
to come through that door, where have you been? 


"My partner and | got caught in some busy work, job turned sour, I'll 
tell you another time." Halcion speaks on their behalf, moving to the 


forge. "You wanna tell us what happened here? It has only been a 
couple weeks and it looks like the whole world is ending." 


"| can't confidently say you're wrong." The slug says, turning to the 
Zoroark now in Mienshao clothing. "Mienshao, are you okay?" 


"As fine as my partner." Dexys says, standing in the Dragon's 
shadow, using her to blot out the forge's red hot heat. "Do you've 
any answers, Magargo? What of Solrok and Lunatone? Neither of 
them answer our Summons." 


"Because both seem to face the same fate as your fellows, 
consumed, left to sit around lifeless and colourless." Magcargo 
explains. "Not even the most ravenous of Golbat can produce the 
same results, not even-" 


"Yeah, she's gone." Halcion says. "If you're talking about the 
supposed blood-drinking lady who runs the Murkow, she's got a 
taste of whatever is happening here. I'm gonna guess the only thing 
keeping you from joining them is this big old furnace like yours. 
What could've caused us to end up like this? Was it a mutiny?" 


The slug reverbates, his stone shell sloshing around on his back. 
After feeding his furnace some charcoal, he speaks up. 


"No, no, Summer's Storm | hope not. | fear for what could have 
undone this guild in hours, it felt like only this morning all seemed 
well. When | heard the screams it was already too late." Magcargo 
shudders in fear. "| do wish there was more | could do. | am simply 
keeping this forge alight for my own safety." 


"Oh, | understand plenty.." Halcion nods. "Whatever has caused all 
of this, are they still here? I'm gonna turn this thing into dust if it is 
the last thing | do on this continent." 


"| heard noises above, constant banging like a hammer on an anvil." 
Magcargo turns to the only other pokemon in the room. "Mienshao, 
if you would please, do what you can to warn everyone else. If 
whatever is here is truly as dangerous as it may be, then I'm afraid 
neither you or your partner stand a hair's chance." 


Dexys takes a deep, sullen breath, then looks to the sealed 
entryway with a scowl. She lacks the focus to keep up her guise, 
revealing herself to be the ghastly Zoroark she is to the guild's sole 
survivor, and turns to her partner. There is a bemused huff from the 
forge. 


"Hal, | need you, no matter what is up there you or | need to get out. 
We have to warn masters, warn everyone else.. | know not what this 
thing may be, though | feel | have met it, and it sickens me. We have 
to destroy whatever this is, if we can't on our lonesome, then we 
must run." 


Halcion's red, beady eyes glance between her and the forgemaster. 
Her mouth prattles on, making incoherent noises before she collects 
herself enough to speak. She grips Dexys' close, bringing her to her 
chest as her words follow. 


"| would give my life." She speaks solemnly. "| want to protect you 
from the vile things from your world; let you feel welcome as one of 
our own. You don't deserve what you have been through, so please, 
flee if you absolutely must. You understand me?" 


She has never heard anything like this from anyone, or likely ever 
will. Fearing the future, she grips Halcion close, pressing her head 
against her chest. She has felt this fear before, she has... 


She remembers a hateful, starved thing which would turn everything 
it touches to ashes. A guild of explorers helmed by Darkrai and her 
other half would be the ones to douse its flame. 


The Light Which Hates . 


The entire world rumbles. Halcion peels Dexys off her chest, turning 
towards the metal door, and turning it open with a swipe of her 
talons. Dexys follows. 


"You and I, we'll take care of whatever is up there." She says to 
Dexys, then looks to Magcargo. "Keep the forge going, it's the only 
thing keeping you safe, and when we're done I'll give you the 
signal." 


She makes four distinct knocks on the metal. Magcargo nods, 
bidding both a final goodbye. 


"Understood, Halcion. Be safe." 


Halcion drags them both out the metal door, shutting it firmly behind 
her with her giant tail. The Haxorus stares down Dexys, lowering her 
voice a tad. 


"We're gonna find it." Halcion repeats for the umpteenth time. "We're 
going to destroy it." 


It bears repeating, because if Halcion does not say it she will start to 
doubt herself. 


Dexys crouches low, letting her mane furl over her and covers her in 
an illusionary sheet. Halcion, able to peer through it thanks in part to 
Dexys deeming her ally, looks to the stairway and up to wherever 
this thing lies. 


"I'll lead the way." The Haxorus says. "If it attempts to put me to 
sleep, I'll be able to get right back up. If it's too much, leave me." 


"Leave you behind?" 


Dexys sputters out, and Halcion looks straight at her, as if what 
Dexys said is the stupidest thing imaginable. Dexys stares at her for 
a second too long as Halcion's shadow overcomes her. She holds 
the Zoroark's chin, and staring deep into her yellow eyes, she leans 
forwards, planting a firm, brief kiss. 


For the split second her worries melt. Halcion pulls away, confidently 
leading the charge. 


"Stay sharp, Dexys." 


And Dexys nods, following her partner upstairs. The upper 
dormitories are as empty as those below, leaving only one place in 
particular. She huffs at the grim sight, then climbs even higher. 


Everything else is up here. Two job boards, the surface enterance, 
the guild offices, the way up to the lighthouse itself. A large metal 


seal has been slammed down to prevent the outside world from 
reaching the beacon above, and it would seem dozens of guildies all 
met their final moments clamouring for the door. 


One explorer still stands among the bodies. One of which was 
neither a guildie or explorer, but a poor, familiar sod bashing his 
beak against the firm metal food locking off the guild's tower. 


Clack, clack. Like an anvil. 


Halcion steps away from Dexys. Her huge tail primed at the ready, 
she carefully makes her way to this feathery figure, leaving Dexys at 
the foot of the stair. Halcion roars.. 


"Hey, you! The door's closed for a reason!" 


It stops, slowly turning around. It is a tall bird with an enormous 
wingspan cut short by a missing limb. She swears she has seen it 
before, a whole missing limb is difficult to trace. His strange 
garments as well. Her eyes narrow. 


"What do you think | am? Everyone started to panic, trying to get 
this thing open." The hatted bird speaks, turning around to Halcion. 
"Is there something going on | should be aware of? Have | done 
committed a felony?" 


Dexys slowly moves towards the bird. He seems none the wiser, his 
eyes are glued onto Halcion. 


"What seems to be the matter, explorer?" The brown flying type 
speaks. "| don't know what has happened here as much as the next 
fellow. Am | in trouble?" 


"That you are, because you are under arrest by the Sundown Guild." 
Halcion unclips her badge, flashing its metallic glory. "Not for any 
particular reason other than | need to get you somewheres safe until 
we rule you out." 


He holds out one wing, the other hidden by his cowl. She ties the 
wing to his body with a rope stolen off one of the comrades’ bags. 
She looks the flying type in his eye. 


"We've met.” Halcion says. "What in Winter you're doing in a guild, 
thought you hated 'em? 


"People change, name's Braviary." He speaks with a strange look in 
his purple eyes. "Must've been on a bad bender if I'm willing to go to 
your place for some coins. You can lead me to where you plan to 
hole me up, | don't like fighting hungover. Oh, and gimme something 
to wet my beak, a fella's parched." 


Then it occurs to her. He is not staring at Halcion, he is staring 
behind her, cutting into her illusion. She blinks; he glances aside. 
Dexys' heart begins to pound. 


Halcion confidently turns around, dragging the Braviary by his one 
remaining wing. Taking a deep breath, watching his every move 
from her shadow, something brushes her chest. 


Her old badge.. It is pointing right at him, not just pointing, it is 
shaking at its seams. There is a loud breaking sound as the trinket 
snaps under the pressure. The diamond strikes the floor like a gavel, 
glowing red hot. Braviary turns around. 


A surprise Slash rips the bird asunder, painting the walls red with his 
ichor as he barrels out of Halcion's hand, down the stairs, folding 
into a bloodied plume. Halcion seizes her partner by the chest, and 
shouts. 


"What are you doing?! Are you serious?!" 


She shakes her, trying to wrangle out the truth or a reason behind 
her actions. All Dexys manages to get out is a pathetic three words. 


"| was scared." 


Halcion lets go of her. The dragon clenches her teeth, turning to 
face the mess Dexys made, where a long dark smear leads all the 
way down the stairs to... 


Nobody. 


A trail of feathers leads right past them, as if the broken body were 
able to move without a sound. They trail back into the foyer, slowly 


blackening into dark, glistening quills. A one winged figure stands at 
the entrance to their tower, beating its long, sharp beak against the 
metal. 


"Hal." Dexys whispers. "I know this thing." 


It heard her from across the room. It glances over its shoulder, 
discarding old, weather worn garnets to the floor to reveal an 
explorer's regalia - a silk cape pinned together by a yellow diamond 
badge denoting their rank as guildmaster, no, Torchbearer . That is 
their rank in the other world. 


They smile, and a crest of glowing, translucent feathers lights, hiding 
their slicked back, bundled up mane. A psychic appendage forms 
over the pathetic stump, replacing it with a great golden wing. 


"Dexys, Hal. Would you be kind?" 


They gesture to the door, the one thing preventing it from whatever it 
wants. Their voice is distinctly effeminate, echoing like two souls ina 
bastille. 


"| don't think helping you is going to make anything better." Halcion 
steps forwards. "What are you? You're not the drunk I've seen round 
town, you're something else, and everything here is your handiwork, 
is it?” 


"| did not hide it. | was starved, forced into hiding in a drunkard- 
shaped cell. There were many to devour here. Helping me will not 
bring them back, I've subsumed their light into mine, but it will buy 
you time, perhaps. There will be little of it to go around." 


Little time. What else could this light-eating thing want other than the 
guild's beacon for its own feast?. 


"If you're planning to stop time itself, turn the world to darkness or 
whatever your idea of an ideal future is, | really don't care. You're 
the second person this week, the third in a good while." She shouts. 
"This world is not exactly unfamiliar with scum like you, so | would 
turn yourself in if you have anything up in that glowy head of yours!" 


"To whom?" They ask. "To what guild?" 


Halcion is silenced. 


"There is a single observable rule to your world. There may only be 
one legendary - whatever you may call them, only one. When they 
perish or are taken out of this world by fools, someone could 
eventually take its place.t. There was no Darkrai to take his throne 
after he was swept across space, so it allowed her to come here, to 
chase me down. Her and her intrepid fellows, you Included, 
Zoroark." 


"No matter how powerful you are, how much control you have over 
this world, or knowledge you possess, there can only be one you in 
a world. And it so happens a powerful and foolish knight destroyed 
your light. It is dying because of him. He allowed me to come here to 
devour it - to take its place." 


Another tyrant brought forth by the foolishness of someone long 
dead. The Knight did this. Darkrai, for all of her callousness, was to 
freeze the Sea to keep everything away. And for a time, any who 
donned her badge served beneath this thing as it dwelled in the 
husk of a Braviary, leading them to greater heights. 


"Torchbearer Arla." Their name leaves Dexys' mouth. "Nobody here 
wants you, this world decided it didn't want someone above them. 
They, Zekrom - the people here would have you killed if you so 
much as try to declare yourself as anything more than what you are, 
a parasite. Go back to where you ruled, Darkrai is no more!" 


Dexys steps forwards, her heart racing. It looks to her. 


"And forgo this fated opportunity? They shattered their light, now all 
those pieces await reclamation from another. | will engulf what 
remains. | will construct the Order you, this world and Darkrai 
forsake." 


It points to itself, long, splendorous feathers unfurl across their 
chest. 


"Only | may mend the world of Zekrom's folly. | will expel the world 
of Darkness awaiting you all. This is your light's dying will; it 
beckoned me as it had with its human heralds!" 


"What if you become the head of everything, what then?" Halcion 
growls. "You're still in that stupid bird's body, you're still like me and 
Dexys here, still flesh. You can still bleed!". 


"A dead warrior bears no sword. If you wish to join Zekrom in his 
grave, then so be." The thing speaks, undaunted. "Your world will 
continue to turn without you." 


They turn away, and with terrible might, they sink their talons into 
the metal door. The seal buckles and wrenches under their strength. 
Halcion looks at her partner. 


"If you have any doubts, get out of here right now." 


Dexys cannot win against this, Halcion cannot. They are not of 
legendary blood. 


"I'm faster. I'm going to get Louisa and he will bring Winter." 


She hisses, shuts her eyes, then nods solemnly. With a whip of her 
giant tail, Halcion pushes Dexys back to the stairs. Her words are a 
final goodbye. 


"Then go! You make sure I'll be remembered!" 


There is no hesitation, Halcion knows her fate. The second the 
Zoroark's mane vanishes down the stairwell she races towards the 
fiend. Swinging her tail around her, Halcion slams the creature's 
back. 


They take Dragon Tail's might. Thrown away from the doorway, they 
catch themselves mid air, flapping on powerful wings as they shriek. 


"His path of fury ended in failure, it allowed me to come to your 
world, for all of you to rot for eternity and embrace his inevitable. | 
exist because of him! Do not tread his doomed path!" 


"Then I'll correct his mistakes!" She spits back. "Go on all you want, 
| don't care. No matter what form an outsider takes or this higher 
power nonsense, you're both equally trash! People like you don't 


belong!" 


"And what of Dexys, what of my torchbearers whom you hide from 
me? Darkrai; this flesh named Burke; a dimensional hopping 
automaton; my former Oracle, Xatu. If you are a herald of his Ideals 
you would have them destroyed, if you cared for your knight, you'd 
have let Darkrai succeed." 


Halcion shakes her head, smiling. 
"Nah, | just wanted her gone." 


With a slam of her heel, she rips off a chunk of masonry then hurls 
at the fiend. The sight of a rock move makes Arla's mask crack. It 
slashes down its glowing wing, and a golden, psychic crescent 
slices the boulder into pebbles. 


She prepares a second Rock Tomb as Arla swoops in. Halcion 
takes it in her hands and swings as The Braviary's talons instantly 
crush the rock into fine powder. It zips past her, their golden wing 
passing through her body like a breeze. 


In an instant it feels like something is pushing in on her insides, 
forcing down her chest, knocking the air out of her. She can feel her 
dinner rise to her throat as she hacks, wheezes, and nearly cracks 
under the psychic pressure. Of course they are a psychic type. 


She glances behind her, watching them stare her down as if 
expecting her to fall. What he gets instead is a second Dragon Tail 
to his stupid beak, knocking him into the corpses. 


Halcion grits through the pain, stomping across the guildhall to 
deliver a Dual Chop. But it is much too fast, leaving behind strands 
of light as they flee and take flight. It casts a golden projectile from 
its wing. Halcion leaps away, the ground where it strikes becomes 
scored with yellow embers. 


She grabs another chunk from the ground. If she can land one of 
these, slow this sucker down, then get on them - she can at the very 
least turn their host body into a pulp. The problem is nailing the first 
rock which they are all too aware of. Nothing is scarier to an 


overgrown Murkrow than getting knocked out of the sky. 


The explorers around her, many whom she recognizes as poor little 
recruits who at some point had their whole future ahead of does not 
matter, what matters are the little satchels slung around their 
shoulders. Her tail digs around as she keeps her focus on the bird- 
thing. 


It comes, he swoops down from right above her, throwing a psychic 
crescent once more. She throws the rock in its path, it becomes 
dust, and they swoop in, their psychic wing crashing down. 


This time, she is prepared. As the wing passes through her she 
whips her tail in retaliation, smacking a wonder seed into their face - 
a seed which instantly explodes into a cloud of stun powder. Their 
body seizes up hers feels like it is about to come undone by the 
psychic forces pulling at her innards. Halcion lets out a pained 
screech, turning her bloodthirsty eyes to the bird, who lies crumbled 
with the bodies at the door. 


She powers through the psychic forces, watching it stare, frozen, 
with glinting eyes which reflect light. She wraps her claws around its 
neck, then she lets her instincts take hold. She drowns everything, 
her fears, doubts, and the pain, letting them be replaced by burning 
fury as she slams the disgusting creature against the nearest wall. 


Halcion roars, unleashing a powerful Outrage. Again, and again she 
rips his body into the wall. Dark feathers fly in her face, ichor paints 
her fallen comrades. With every slam her strength fades, the 
nauseating aftermath of Outrage swamps her mind. 


Halcion grips her temples, trying to keep herself together. She shuts 
her eyes for a split second when ear-splitting laughter breaks the 
calm. 


Bloodied, ruined, little more than a misshapen thing dragging itself 
backwards along the floor, the Braviary thing laughs in her face. It 
drags itself backwards, right towards what she destroyed in her blind 
fever. The door has been bent open, wide enough for something to 
squirm its way inside. The radiance pouring out of it blinds her. 


Halcion lunges, slashing wildly with her tusks, cutting into flesh, 
bone, everything. She brings her head down, hard, severing 
something.. All she does is lighten its load. It passes the threshold 
as a heap of nothing. 


The glow surges outwards, bleaching their feathers in gold, reducing 
their flesh to ashes as harrowing laughter echoes all around. A burst 
of incendiary light erupts from the doorway, melting it shut before 
her eyes as the thing's voice echoes from behind it: 


"And let my name be known to your world as Nyarlathotep, The 
Light That Hates!" 


She goes to wrench the door open, nothing, all she does is burn her 
claws with the gold fire. She cannot, she cannot afford to do 
anything other than run. 


The guild shakes, nearly knocking her off her feet as she shambles 
away from the guild's tower, down the bottom of the stairs. The red 
hot iron door to the guild's forge beckons as one safe place through 
all of this, and she shambles up to it, rapping her claws against the 
door. 


"Mag, you have to get out of here, it's not safe!" 


Silt and stone fall from the ceiling. The earth cracks. Magcargo 
rushes towards the door, answering. 


"Tis not safe! But my forge is my forge! If now's my time then I'm 
gonna go with her flame, if not, then I'll make sure it burns till you 
come back! Go! Before this gets worse!" 


"What about you?" 


"| said what | needed, if there is to be nothing left of this place, so be 
it. I'm much too slow, too heavy. Do what you can, | have full faith in 
you, Hal! Nobody's as intrepid as you are." 


Halcion almost laughs. 


"Well if you live, and | make it back here, you owe me. You're gonna 
make that armour for me, you hear?" 


There is a noticeable pause. The guild shakes around them, streaks 
of light begin to course their way down the stairwell, gripping what 
they see like tendrils.. 


"| hear you well!" 


That is all she needs to hear, Halcion pulls away from the door, 
booking up another flight to the underground entrance as his forge 
roars evermore. She can see things racing down from the guildhall 
above, streaks of light which sift through the guild like hungry 
predators. Everything they touch bursts into a golden flame. 


She races through the underground, chasing the moonlight at the 
end of the tunnel. She bounds up a flight of stairs, emerging from 
underneath a plaza as the quake turns the fashionably crafted 
entrance into nothing. Light pours out from the masonry, spreading 
its hands wherever they go. They flee to the cracks between the 
streets, doing unsightly things to whatever poor souls were waiting 
inside there. 


Dexys, if she has followed her instructions, would be as far away 
from here as possible, leaving only one other person in this ghost 
town. 


Masters. 


There have been tales of two explorers which saved the world from 
a dark reality. The two explorers restored Temporal Tower, and one 
survived to spread peace. Their peace, whoever this person was, is 
the reason for her entire guild's existence and many others. If the 
world is not banded together like Wigglytuff's - now Chatot's guild, 
then their chances of triumphing over the unconquerable are little, if 
not impossible. 


She knows now, in her heart at least, that one of those men still 
lives. His name is Masters. 


Streaks of light continue all around her, scoring the buildings, 
reducing anything which may seem living or peculiar to ashes. Many 
of these rush to a river which has seemingly begun to freeze over, 
distorted by something - maybe a gear? No, it cannot be. 


Her nerves suddenly shaking her, Halcion glances behind her, to 
see one of these streaks chasing her shadow. She screams, hoping 
anyone in this town may hear her. 


"Masters!" 


Something bits her heel, racing up her entire body to set it ablaze 
with embers. Through sheer determination, she continues, sprinting 
as a fiery ball of yellow energy, shouting out to the one person she 
hopes can solve this. 


"Masters, come on!" 


She races down the street, the flames fading from her body. 
Suddenly, she can see two figures at the end of it, one lording over 
the other, and said one vanishing into the ground, speeding away 
faster than these streaks of light. Barely standing, a bloodied wreck 
of his former self, is Masters. He looks her way, eyes widening with 
terror. 


She draws in a deep breath, then screams. 
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Halcion goes to get help. 


Nothing left? 


No, it does not make sense to Masters, even the weakest guilds out 
there do not vanish without a trace. What is happening to the lands 
around them, what is being unleashed? Who is left? 


Halcion. She stomps towards him, leaning herself against the 
balustrades. She catches her breath, wheezing, her seared scales 
shining in the dark. 


"Masters, listen. We have to get out of here. There's nothing left of 
the guild." The Haxorus repeats, whispering. Shouting has done a 
clear number on her voice. "Everyone's gone, it's like Darkrai swept 
through here - but what's there is worse." 


"Worse?" 


One Darkrai is enough, the troublesome prince is another, what can 
be so terrifying as to put a guild to their feet? It has to be linked to 
what's raging across the town; streaks of light which slither across 
stone like starved serpents. Maybe it is linked to the guild's tower; 
an incident involving the arcane things used to power the beacon 
surging out of control and destroying all in its wake. 


She takes a moment to reply, shaking her head as if dredging up a 
bad memory. 


"| don't know what it is, it took the appearance of someone | knew. It 
turned everyone into colorless hucks, like sucked the life out of 


them" She rubs her forehead. "Dexys called it 'Torchbearer Arla’, 
she knew who they were, and they were a guild leader of some kind. 
| told her to go get the others if she were scared, she ran to go get 
Louisa." 


"So it was disguised like a Zoroark - the kind she is?" Masters tries 
to puzzle it together. "Did it mess up your tower? Is that why it's off?" 


"It did something to the place, | don't know. If the people left are any 
clue, it devoured what was powering the tower, powering itself. | 
have no idea what this Arla thing is, but it called itself ‘The Light 
Which Hates'. Anything which has a title like that is bad news. It 
wants to become this world's light - whatever this means, it sounds 
like Legendary nonsense and we need a Legendary to deal with it." 


The Light, something Darkrai spoke of fervently. A light above 
everyone; a higher power which guides this world to its whims who 
opposes the world Darkrai and Zekrom would seek to create. Is it 
the light thing itself? 


"Masters, you okay?" 
Caught staring at nothing.. 


"Yeah, fine." He stands up, leaning against the same stone railing. 
The river, which should be roaring beneath them, does not squeak. 
"Legendary nonsense happens to be something I'm familiar with. 
What else did it say?" 


She looks into the distance, the lines slithering across the land draw 
closer. They watch the strands race across the distorted, frozen 
river, impaling time-distorted waves, unthawing them from their 
places in time and space. 


"Do not interfere with the Darkness here." Darkrai's words ring 
through Masters’ mind. Is this what he meant, is he repeating the 
same old scheme to stop what is happening here? 


"It wasn't from here, it was sent here, called here by the Light of this 
world, whatever." She grumbles. "None of it makes sense. | just 
know a scheming type when | see them, if | wasn't worried about 


Dexys, if | hadn't tried to fight it, | could've..." 


"Not now." Masters interrupts. Definitely not now. "You need to get 
out of here." 


"What?" 


Masters plucks the plume from his hat. The shimmering light, 
golden, and splendorous outshines those of the rancid yellow 
embers. Halcion's eyes widen, taken aback by its radiance. 


"Take this. | don't know how to use it. | only know it is from Ho-oh 
and when his plumes are spread across someone's grave it could 
resurrect them." Masters thrusts it into Halcion's hand, closing her 
claws around the golden glow. "Someone here wanted to bring back 
Zekrom for their own gain, | stopped them, but | can see why he 
needed him." 


He is giving up his one opportunity, his only chance to mend the 
wrongs the world has given to him. Never should he have lost not 
one, but two of his partners, and now, with this plume in Halcion's 
hand, the chance to ever mend one right fades forever. He closes 
her palm tightly, glaring into the Haxorus' red eyes. 


"Get back to halfway rock, there's a ghost there, Oracle. Find her, 
and tell her to lead you to Zekrom's grave, use this plume to bring 
him back. | didn't want Darkrai to have is way. If it's you, | can sleep 
peacefully. 


"Sorry, Darkrai?" 
Her confusion makes him pause. 


"There is another one, an old foe of mine." He collects himself, 
turning back to her. "Don't be afraid when you see him, just tell him | 
sent you. Take the plume, and go." 


He doffs his cap, planting the Honchkrow hat on Halcion's head. 
She briefly looks up, confused as to the itchy feathery thing on her 
skull. 


"Anyone who wears that thing, Honckrow's hat, is in charge of them. 


Use those Krows to do whatever you want. | don't think they can 
carry much on their own but a hundred wings could definitely take 
you back to Halfway Rock. Get there, contact the Oracle, then go 
get Zekrom." 


The thought finally seems to catch up with her. Halcion blinks, 
adjusting the feathery thing on her head. 


"What about you? If I'm giving this Darkrai what you want, what are 
you gonna do?" 


"Stay here." He says. 


The sentence makes the Haxorus shiver. She looks to him, then to 
the river. Streaks of light, distorted waters, the whole world unravels 
before them. She resigns to her fate with a deep breath. 


"You sure?" 
"Certain." 


Her hands tighten around the illuminescent feather. Looking down, 
the glow catches her eyes, shining upon her bewildered gaze. 
Seeing it in the tavern is one, nothing feels like holding it. She is 
careful not to become lost, stowing the feather in the brim of the 
Honchkrow hat strapped to her head. Her expression turns to a 
regretful one. 


"| don't want to leave you here, Masters." 


"Don't think about it. The feeling of parting is temporary, you'll be 
over this." He brushes her shoulders, the sparks flying off like 
worthless slag. "Someone has to warn her, and everyone else. 
She's helped Rei, | Know she'll help you, | Know she will." 


A distinct pause. Silence takes over, Halcion, readying herself, 
draws a deep breath. Her body quivers with anticipation. She looks 
over her shoulder, eyeing the Typhlosion. 


"Masters." She sighs. "| became an explorer to protect the ones | 
care about. | heard a tale of an explorer who did the same, who 
protected all he cared for until the world wiped him from existence. 


He cared for all of us, this person, and there was one pokemon to 
spread his message of peace everywhere." 


The story strikes him as familiar, too familiar. With a deep breath, 
Masters places a hand on the explorer's shoulder. 


"| won't let this thing take your continent. Go, keep the message 
alive, it's what he wanted of me and all of us." 


And with a nod, Halcion backs away slowly. She places a claw on 
the Honchkrow hat, then whistles. Hundreds of Krows fly down as 
she sprints into the streets, descending upon her, carrying her to the 
skies with their thousand wings, leaving a lone Typhlosion to face 
the horrors. 


What could it be? A Light That Hates? He pools together his 
strength, shambling away from the bridge into broken streets to his 
final destination: the guild or what is left of it. 


If there is going to be one person between an egotistical parasite 
and the world, it is going to be him. He has done this before, there is 
no reason he couldn't again, and again... 


Halfway Rock 


The central hub to the continent, the place everyone goes, and 
passes on their way to wealth or adventure. Hundreds of murkrow 
squawk above, painting the skies black with their wings while the 
tent city below lies aslumber. An all too familiar sight, not a soul, not 
a sound. Being trapped in a neverending dream must feel like 
mercy. 


She got to fly most of the way here, the rest she spent moving as 
fast as she could, resulting in her legs feeling like they are on fire, 
figuratively and literally. The yellow embers still cling to her muscles 
like annoying little burs of fire. The Krows, under her temporary 
command, scour the town as she sets foot in the streets. Within 
minutes one swoops down onto her shoulder and points the way. 


She races through the maze of tents. All the merchants visibly 


slumped over their wares sleeping away, ripe for the picking.. The 
Krow points her between two tents, at the end, a little purple hut 
awaits her. With a wave, it flutters off, leaving Halcion to her fate. 


The Oracle's place, the orb peddler. Why would she have a role in 
all this? The answer lies ahead. 


Halcion creeps down the alley, her huge frame blocks the way out 
while her tusks hoist up to the side, ready to chop. She approaches 
the doorframe. She prepares for the worst, then rips the fabric aside. 


Dexys, here, huddled upon a cushion, frozen in place with Prinn of 
all people on her lap. The merchant behind her counter, smiling, and 
to their right, just lying there- 


Dark as night, locks like silver, blue eyes which paralyze her. 
Darkrai, or another one, looking straight through her with a soft grin 
across his featureless face. Masters said there was another; seeing 
itm before her eyes is another experience entirely. They look 
pleased to see her. 


"Hal, be at ease." 


His voice is young, charming even, with a dash of snideness snuck 
in there like a poison. This is not the same Darkrai, he seems 
inexperienced, or better at putting on a facade. Halcion can barely 
keep herself from slicing him asunder. 


"How do you-" 


He gestures across the room. Dexys is alive, not trapped in a 
dream, though she is quivering in visible distress. Prinn on the other 
hand is sound asleep, or as sound as Halcion was when constant 
nightmares whittled down her mind. 


"| plucked through her dreams. Her thoughts were of you, and an old 
flame of mine, begging to be saved by them again." He recounts 
with mild amusement. "It was in my best interests to bring her here. 
One less person in the nightmare won't hamper much; the darkness 
comes all the same." 


"You put her through this again?" Halcion growls. 


The look on Dexys' face. Cold, panicked breath plumes out of her 
open mouth. She barely registers Halcion's presence, returning 
Halcion's glance for a split second then back at nothingness. What 
did she relive? 


"I've never seen a phantom like her. Today was our first meeting, 
dare you hold me accountable to actions done by his reflection? 
There is nothing to be gained from tormenting her, so | rescinded 
her curse, it is very simple.." Two long appendages sprout from his 
cloak as he sinks into his lounge, folding his legs. "| would expect 
better temperament from his squires." 


The statement blindsides her. Squire? Since when? She has been 
an explorer every year of her adult life, and now, she is a squire, and 
anointed to whom? The answer, while obvious, is something she 
can only see as an attempt to deceive her. 


Looking back, Halcion exchanges a knowing glance to Dexys. She 
mouths something unknowable, holding Prinn even tighter, laying 
his weary head on her lap where there is a letter, freshly opened. 


Upon turning her back to him, Darkrai has not moved.. There are no 
tricks from him, he has much more pressing things to worry about, 
so does she. Pushing her woes aside from this moment, she looks 
at the pompous prince. 


"You called me a squire. You said that, right?" Halcion says. 


"Yes, because you have the attitude of his lessers. You would like it 
nowadays to an explorer's spirit, one loyal to their own ideals - his 
ideals. Her memories made mention of your fealty to him, your 
willingness to abandon his flag for what you see as right. These are 
those cherished the Knight would desire of his warriors. It was a 
compliment, little more. If you were a squire of his you would answer 
to me, and to her." 


There is mention of a left and right hand, because of there is, of 
course he would have others aiding him. Little could she have 
imagined she would one day stand in their presence, that one of 
them would be the man who once brought terror to a continent. 


Her doubts are plentiful, it has always been good to doubt one's 
idols. But meeting his hands, and facing a living warrior of his in 
combat who threatened Dexys' life for existing has cast a shadow 
not easily ridden. 


She can only hope this Oracle, whatever or whoever she is, can 
alleviate some of this. Halcion turns to the silent, smiling spirit, 
doffing Honchkrow's hat and plucking the golden feather.. 


"So it comes crawling back to me." Darkrai snickers. "Knew it would, 
Oracle. | am its rightful bearer." 


The Mismagius raises an appendage, silencing him. 
"Yet you're not the one holding it." 


Darkrai pretends not to hear her, going about preoccupying himself 
with the gigantic head of hair he has. 


"Excuse my other, he is crass at times." She says, a pair of fangs 
protrude from her grin. "| am the one you answer to, and the one 
you seek'st." 


Of course she knows. Halcion keeps the plume in view, but out of 
reach. 


"Masters told me to find you. Something real bad's come here: a 
thing not from this world. | tried to stop it myself, but it's gone out of 
hand. | need help in stopping it before things get worse." She looks 
about her shop where dozens upon dozens of orbs lie strewn. There 
is one on her desk which stands above others, a deep violet unlike 
any orb she has seen. "Can you help me find him, Zekrom?" 


"You would not have to scour the continent had your fool, Masters, 
given the plume immediately. She, and | foresaw this very threat." 
Darkrai speaks. "An abominable light, is it Hal?" 


She glances at Darkrai. 


"It called itself a Light That Hates, Dexys knew about it, called it 
Arla. I'm guessing you picked up from what you did to her, didn't 
you?" 


"| knew prior." Darkrai continues, clasping his long clawed fingers. 
"We believed upon weakening the higher power we would see it 
take measures to save its loathsome existence, the possibility of 
another coming to take its place was once such a problem we 
foresaw. Nary could | have predicted it would be so desperate as to 
summon someone to devour it. Those little gears cannot hope to 
stop it.. 


"It is indeed why | tasked Darkrai to fetch Ho-oh's remains. Which he 
performed excellently even in failure." The phantom speaks. "He 
sewed Darkness there, the same method he would use to force the 
world of darkness, and was thus thwarted by a friend we know very 
well. While we desire the knight's world, it is a fool's errand to force 
it. We're using an old method to slow down the light burning through 
this land. 


"And | am most afraid there will not be much left of your guild or the 
town by the time this outsider is laid to rest." 


Magcargo, all those explorers, everyone in the town including those 
little fellows in the bar. All of them have been cast into a nightmare 
for this gambit, and for what? Halcion swerves back to the dark 
prince, sneering. 


"You're using them, aren't you? What's going to happen to those 
people, what happens when this thing finds out you're using them to 
stop it? You saw what it did to my guildmates!" 


“Turn them to ashes?" Darkrai snickers. "It will, there is nothing you 
can do. Perhaps were you swift or if Masters had let me fulfill our 
plan sooner, he- 


"| don't care what Masters did! He killed the other Darkrai for less! 
What is wrong with your kind and using others against their will?" 
She points back to Dexys. "She was used by this other Darkrai, 
made a pawn in her stupid schemes! Now you're making this 
happen all over again." 


"Hal..." 


"And let this light rage across the land, devouring all in its wake?" 


Darkrai retorts. "You are naive to think | have not planned this 
through, if you could-" 


"See the greater picture? Stop with that! I'm sick of hearing i- 
"Hal!" 


A cold set of claws reaches out for her, grabbing Halcion's arm. She 
looks back, Dexys, risen from her seat. Those yellow eyes, 
exhausted, tired, and wanting none of this quarrel, see into her soul. 


"You don't need to forgive him, you don't have to agree with him. 
Level yourself, Halcion, focus. | need you." 


The words are a warm embrace around Halcion's heart. She looks 
at the Zoroark, bewildered, her mouth keeps on going. 


"He put you in a nightmare, he's sacrificing people to..." 
"Choices need to be made, | don't agree either, but you're asking 
the queen of ‘attack first’ if she can forgive someone's brash 


judgement. Leave my past horrors to me. There are only so many 
things you can defeat with strength." 


Before there is time to reflect on those around her, Dexys slides a 
piece of paper into her arm. The returns to her seat, shutting her 
eyes, and drifting into a sleepless rest unlike the little blue bird. 


"Prinn, the boy." 


"Fine, slumbering away." Darkrai answers. "I'm not assailing him 
with nightmares for there is nothing to gain." 


"Thank you." 
No response. 


Folding the paper, stowing it on her person, Halcion turns her 
attention to the phantom.. Her pink eyes, serpent like, stay focused 
on her as she pretends to polish off an orb. 


"Oracle, right? That's what you are?" 


"A title, yes. | am the knight's right hand, | have been with Zekrom 
for a very long time. May | ask what you intend to do with the ho- 
oh's plume?" 


"| thought | told you already." Halcion grunts. "| need to find Zekrom, 
I'm going to bring him back. Whatever this Alra guy is, | don't think 
any of us can take him, neither Darkrai, you or I." 


"I'm flattered." She says. "Your intent is true, the same as the 
Prince. | will aid thee in finding him." 


"Good. Now where is he?" 


She raises an appendage to silence her, then wreaths her arms 
around the strange Wonder Orb, picking it up from its plinth and 
clenching it close to her person. Her expression fades for a moment, 
shutting her peculiar eyes contemplatively. 


"Oracle...?" Halcion stutters. 


"Give me but a moment. | will bring thee to his grave." She speaks 
solemnly, drifting through the table with orb in hand towards the 
slumbering blue fool. The Mismagius reaches around his waist, 
fetching a crumbled map. "His watches have surely gone mad since 
my last visit. The Dungeon is not a merciful place." 


"A dungeon? He's still around?" 


"His remains are kept in a place of great distortion to deter the 
intrepid who would rob his warriors of their possessions. It is his final 
resting place, where he wanted to be laid after being slain by his 
partner. His tale is a storied one, and an arduous one, and the 
reason for this invader's arrival." The Oracle sighs. "Save the talk for 
when he is flesh again. I'm sure you have many, many questions for 
him. I'll be with thee soon." 


Slain by his partner, the reason why this is all is happening. Too 
much to take in at once. For her own sanity, she leaves not before 
glancing at Darkrai who returns a knowing nod. She may not trust 
him, she doesn't need to, but for a man who dwells in Darkness his 
conduct was admittedly... refreshing. 


There are worse people to make your left hand. 


Stepping out to the empty streets, the crowd of Murkrow still 
scamper overhead. Hundreds, if not thousands of messages are 
being flown out as they speak. According to the squawking of those 
who carried her here, they are all preparing for the worst, sending 
out countless warnings trying to get help. The mail has been 
congested for weeks given the hunt, but now, they are practically 
burning all those letters to get the urgent word out. 


Speaking of mail... 


She unfolds the letter, and squints her eyes, reading it under the 
moonlight. 


Dear Mienshao. 


Eileen is in good tidings, she is doing well. I've informed her that | 
am going to be her correspondence for the time being, and she 
agreed to allow me to be your mediator. She has continued to 
perform excellently in her apprenticeship under Garl, sooner rather 
than later we intend to send her to go dungeon delving. She won't 
be given an Official badge to show for it until we actually... make 
ones. 


Once you receive this mail | will be off duty for a time. One of our 
guildmates, a Braviary, has been reportedly missing. He was being 
held here for his injuries till he vanished without trace during my 
absence. His behavior was, quote "unnatural" and spoke without his 
usual accent. | mailed Prinn and told him to remain in Halfway Rock 
in search of him, though | worry he may not be enough. 


He is a beached, or a faller, a person not from this world. It appears 
his amnesia finally worn off and he is coming back to his being. 
Should you happen to see him, please inform me, | need to see if he 
is okay. He had spoken some worrying things about his amnesia 
before. Until | see him, | have no clue if he's acted on his worrisome 
impulses. 


Return this letter if you happen to find him. He is not difficult to miss. 


Best tidings, Leon. 


The letterwork is as plain and organized as the man who wrote 
them. Leon, the Smeargle, friend of Braviary and Prinn. Whatever 
happens to Scoria Town through all this, she can only hope for 
Dexys' sake her daughter is safe. Leon is capable. Unless his guild 
is harboring some arcane talent, it does not matter how capable they 
are when this thing strikes it will absolutely destroy them. 


Another reason to stop it here and now. 
"You don't seem to have much to prepare." 


The phantom speaks, hovering up to Halcion's side. She hands the 
map to Halcion, the charcoal etchings give it away as one of Prinn's 
many, many maps. This one appears to be freshly made, depicting 
that of the frigid north. Two settlements are marked: Lapis Town and 
Winter's domain. 


Winter. Where is Louisa? The Krows should be getting him. 
"This looks new." Halcion mutters. 


"Indeed, commissioned by me. He needed the work and the north is 
much too frigid sometimes, dangerous for draconic ilk." She scans 
Halcion up and down, holding the orb in her palm. "Thou'rt not 
startled by strong winds?" 


"No." The Haxorus folds up the map, pretending to understand her. 
"Are you?" 


"Oh, no. | am no stranger to turbulence." 


The orb drops from the phantom's palm. When it shatters it engulfs 
Halcion in a shroud of billowing, ghastly smoke. She hears the wind 
howl through the mist, ligaments snapping, a gargantuan body 
lurking in the dark. A pair of eyes sears through the fog, and 
powerful talons seize Halcion and bring her close, gripping her 
tightly against a rayquaza's chest as it carries her to the skies. 


It speaks with the oracle's voice, tinged with a sibilant accent. 


"Be still for me, and avert thy gaze from the lands below. | will carry 
you to his grave, the rest is up to you!" 


Masters is alone. 


His fur is on end, he's nervous and his body is in shambles. The 
only thing keeping him going through this ruined town is knowing 
what is at the end of this place - only he can face it. The one who 
controls time, the great colossus, the man in shadow, the dragon of 
space and the shadow’'s reflection, he has faced these Legendaries 
more than any one person should. 


There ought to be an award, truly. It happens to these sorts of 
people who end up with Humans, it always does, apparently. If only 
he had known. Now he's alone, wandering through the imminent 
apocalypse like a person who drowned his sorrows in wine. 


Get to the guild, get to the foot of this problem just to say he has. He 
keeps telling himself. 


Then what? Get engulfed? He has to be worth more than another 
body to throw to the fires of calamity. He should have left with her! 


Pain keeps those thoughts at bay. The buildings around him are 
utterly warped, no signs of life save for piles of indiscriminate ashes. 
There are piles out in the streets surrounded by those golden 
streaks, doors which swing open, sacks of belongings. People were 
rushing to safety before... 


No, don't think about that. Just keep going. 


Finally, a clearing through the ruins. What is left of an amphitheater 
has a gaping scar in the ground those serpents have poured out of. 
Across the water, the guild tower lies in splintered ruins, light 
flickering out from its dead tower like a grotesque candlestick. 


Exhaustion finally takes him, and he crumbles onto the ground, 
sitting his back against a flowerbed. His breath slows. The horrible 
light blinds him. He shuts his eyes, and... 


It registers, like a flash in the dark. He is not going to leave here. He 
is alone. He will fade here, alone... 


If he hadn't- no, he had to. They need someone to stop this; the 
someone is not him, it can only be Zekrom. Rei would stand no 

chance, but if he were... if he were here what would he say? He 
could have left this place; he had his out right there- 


"Hey." 


A voice cracks the Typhlosion's eyes open. The wind howls, the 
land crackles with burning light.. No one is here. He's not mad, is 
he? 


"Hey!" 


He gets to his feet, putting on his cap, sliding the corviknight plume 
into its holster, spitting fire into his hands and resupplying his 
lanterns. The voice. Someone is here; somebody has survived this 
wreck. Where are they? The wind howls. His heart thumps against 
his chest, a warm, blistering hot warmth races through his body. 
Adrenaline is in full swing. 


"Up here, idiot!" 


Up. The fire continues in his chest, smoke creeps out of his cowl, 
pouring outwards onto the stone and drifting towards the sky. He 
follows it to the heavens. A deep resplendent red overwhelms the 
gold shining down from the tower. Fom the smoke, someone looks 
down. 


"MI! Finally! Thought you'd gone deaf!" 


Smoke, and deep red aura form a familiar face. His brass teeth 
shine through the illusion. Donned in the hat he wore when they 
met, Lucario is suspended in the clouds. There is no anger, spite, or 
wretched things he once harbored in his smile - just pure joy at 
seeing his friend once more. 


"Rei?" 


"You're not dead yet, just halfway there." The spirit snickers. "I think 


you know how it goes. You still got that piece of me, right?" 


Masters reaches for the thing warming his heart, and pulls it out. 
The Mega Stone, shining brilliant with his friend's crimson aura. 


"| have somewhere to be. It's going to be a very, very long time 
before we see each other, but I'll be waiting for you, gotcha? You 
owe me a drink, | think." 


"Yeah, | do." Masters stutters out. "Rei- I'm..." 


"| thought I told you not to use that name, 'M. 'Sides, | couldn't leave 
you, | had to know if you'd waste the feather on something stupid 
like me. You did the right thing, you did what | would do. There's no 
wrong in doing the obvious good thing, 'eh 'M?" 


"No, not at all. | just..." 


"Give it time." He laughs, his smoke, and aura thinning with every 
precious word. "We'll meet again. | was gonna haunt you forever if | 
found out you did something dumb with this or the gears. You're still 
you, 'M. Someone's betting on you making it out of this, so tell us 
you've got this." 


His heart skips. A dry feeling travels up Masters’ throat. 
"| have this." 
"Of course you do! We'll be cheering, we'll be drinking for you." 


The tail of smoke from stone to his spirit tapers off. His time is 
dwindling. Rei tilts his hat, pulls at his stupid grills, revealing his 
dumb old smile for the final time. 


"| gotta go, the show's about to start. Don't let me down." 
"I-| won't." 


He looks down at himself, the smoke making his body is all but cut 
off. Invisible hands envelop Rei as he shuts his eyes with content. 
His final words echo from the heavens; a parting message from the 
veil. 


"And when you see Celebi... tell her....you'll take care... of it..." 


The warmth from the stone fades instantly. Masters reaches up, 
trying to grab the shadow of a friend long lost. Tears gush down, 
and like a pitter of rain they paint the floor. He holds the mega stone 
close, gripping to the last motes of warmth as he whispers. 


"| will. I'll cherish you, Rei. I'll right this for you, for Whiskey, for 
Celebi, for everyone." 


62 - Break of Dawn Part Three 


Chapter 62: 62 - Break of Dawn Part Three 


Three out of Four. 


She has been here already. 


The ruins, the blowing snow, the graves of many warriors whose 
swords mark their final resting place. She had no idea this 
unremarkable ruin, whatever it is, would truly be the final resting 
grounds to Zekrom. 


The Rayquaza drops her off between two columns of towering 
pillars, the ground littered with masonry and snow. She coils her 
ginormous body around a spire. Halcion stares up at it, getting her 
bearings. 


"His grave is beneath here. There is no grand mechanism or puzzle 
shutting people from seeing him, merely a long, and treacherous 
dungeon occupied by warriors gone mad." She explains. With a 
wave of her talons, a strong wind rushes over the ground, blowing 
the snow aside to reveal a cobbled entrance. "The path should be 
clear to thee." 


Halcion follows her guidance, sifting her legs into the snow until her 
feet find a flat entrance/ She looks up at the dragon. Rayquaza? 
Ghost or... something. She has too many questions for her; 
everyone. 


"And you, what are you?" The words slip out of her mouth. 


"An old phantom who saw an empty vessel and saw fit to occupy it." 
She grins, fangs shining, her voice undulating like a hiss. "This body 
was once the lord of the skies, his arrogance allowed me to take his 


place. | will not concern you with my personal stories, you have a 
goal to fulfill, and you should see it through." 


More legendary nonsense, because of course it was. Halcion 
observes Prinn's map to find they are between a valley, an 
unmarked grave to warriors under Zekrom's reign, and unbeknownst 
to everyone, his very resting place. She folds the map, then steps 
towards the entrance. 


She kicks one brick loose, then the rest follow. Dungeon wings, 
drenched in saltwater billow upwards - feeling even colder than the 
snow.. She looks up, the Oracle peering down at her, claws clasped 
together in wait. 


"Are you just gonna sit there?" Halcion calls out. "You brought me 
here, you gonna help me actually get there?" 


The being chuckles. 


"Thou'st have everything thy needs, your strength, and compassion 
are enough to bear the worst of this dungeon. Those who still live, 
who are maddened by The Sea, would surely see thy spark and 
spare thee. He should lie at the very bottom of this Mystery 
Dungeon entombed with his armor. You'll know what else to do." 


"And how are we going to get back to Calico Town to stop this?" 


More laughter from this thing. Her forked tongue licks the air as she 
smiles down at the intrepid dragon-type. 


"My oh my, do you think he would not offer thee a ride?" She uncurls 
from the pillar, undulating and floating up out of sight. "Take care, 
Halcion." 


Take care, you strange, snake thing. 


Halcion looks down, the abyss of the Mystery Dungeon calling to 
her. She has done this before with Dexys, she's done this alone to 
drag dozens of criminals from their hiding holes. This is no different. 
Make to the end, find Zekrom, then make this disaster right. 


He will set things right, he has to. 


The rubble in the center of the clearing stirs. Streaks of light writhe 
through its cracks. Masters, given the strength to face the unknown, 
watches the ruins with bated breath. His flames ready, roaring in 
their lanterns, he will be the one thing to douse this flame even if it 
would consume him. 


The ground rumbles, the rubble stirs. Masonry flies out like the 
boulders in Masters' eruption, being thrown by whatever is beneath 
there with unimaginable power. More and more of those glowing 
strands worm out from the cracks, travelling along the ground, 
slithering past Masters to burn more feeble things than the angry 
Typhlosion. 


A being clad in black and golden feathers bursts from the fissure. It 
looks like some Braviary, with a large golden wing replacing its 
missing limb, and a golden crest of feathers which taper off into 
blue, writhing strands. Its eyes reflect the light around them, turning 
their attention to the only person who could oppose them. 


"Are you the only man cast to oppose me?" They snicker, their eyes 
shine with fury. "The guild has surrendered themselves to my light, 
and if you were wise, you would join them in their fate." 


Masters grips one of his lanterns, clenching the flame in his palm, 
ready to throw Infernal Parade at any moment. 


"My name is Masters." He declares to the creature. "This place isn't 
yours to claim. I'm the one who's going to throw you back into the 
hole you were dug from." 


"How intrepid!" Dark laughter pours from its beak ."Don't you already 
know? | already bear your world's spark, called here to devour it and 
take its throne! | am your lord, the light above call! Know my name 
as Nyarlathotep, my splendor will scar all who oppose it." 


Nyarlathotep. The name just rolls off the tongue, sounding like that 
of a completely alien language. Alra... Nyarlathotep is this thing's full 
name. 


"What gives you a right? Why are you so special?" Masters spits. 
"You don't know how many others have tried to do the same thing 
as you, and how many of them failed to secure a foothold in this 
world. This place decided it didn't want you stuffy deities ruling over 
them, they don't want you!" 


"It is not a matter or want, it's a matter of need. Your dwindling light 
sent a message out to the worlds begging for something to take its 
throne, so | graced your world with my presence. | thought to obtain 
these Dark Gears so none other may use them to oppose me, but 
the endeavor ended in failure, leaving me to consume your world's 
light as | should have done." 


All of this does not fall on deaf ears. Going by Darkrai's rambling, 
this "light" is the highest power in the world, one which Zekrom 
rebelled against. If this is its replacement, then it is more than a 
power hungry legendary. It's something else, something terrifying. 


"Then why haven't you, why wait till now?" Masters speaks. "Aren't 
you a little late?" 


"Indeed, for this lonesome vessel known to you as Burke resisted 
my influence to the very end. Thanks to Noivern | attained enough to 
burn him for good, reducing the troublesome part to ashes. | am this 
body's sole inhbatent, and soon | will shed this pathetic shell!" 


"And what then?" The Typhlosion keeps on. "You think ruling a 
world that hates you with an iron fist is a good idea? Think of what 
happened last time." 


"The dead are no-" 


The flame leaves Masters' palm, splintering off into three purple fires 
which home in on the soaring sycophant. One misses, it uses its 
glowing wing to bat the second away, while the third manages to 
speed past all his defenses and strike into his beaked face. 


The fire explodes into purple sparks, igniting the creature's black 
quills. It shrieks in pain as Masters throws a second flame. It sees it 
coming and soars out of their reach, diving straight for Masters. He 
is ready for it. 


A glowing wing meets an electrified fist. Masters' hand passes 
straight through the psychic limb while it passes into him.. He turns 
to face the bird then something pushes him. Like a boulder on his 
chest, an invisible weight squeezes the life out of him. Masters 
retches with pain. 


Shrieking laughter echoes overhead as this thing circles above. The 
fire eating at its body does not abate it. Does it feel no pain? 


"Weak, so very weak. What does a spirit have in this game?" Those 
eyes are no longer their purple pinpricks, they have become like 
silvery mirrors. "What have you to gain? You will outlive this, you will 
survive this. You have nothing | can take from you, nor want. You're 
a threat to your own existence, Masters." 


The thing hovers in place as Masters shakes the weight off of him. 
He watches as the second flame, split into three, home in. Before 
they can touch the bird it slashes its psychic wing, dispersing it into 
pitiful embers. It continues to lord over him, waiting, toying with its 
prey. 


"What can | even tell you?" Masters coughs. "I'm here to stop you; 
there is no more to it, it's the right thing to do." 


"There is no 'right’ in this world. You abolished it when you 
destroyed your Light. | am your opportunity to mend these wrongs; | 
will make things as they should be." It speaks. "You can accept it, or 
you can perish. There is no arguing against me." 


"Then why are you talking?" 


"You've made your choice." It hisses. "| have given you the courtesy 
of hearing your last words, now perish!" 


It slashes its wing, throwing out a crescent of light. The sight kicks 
sense back into Masters as he books away into the nearest abode, 
feeling it woosh behind him, striking the earth aflame. Inside, the 
house is torn to shreds by a trail of light which had left behind piles 
of ash he can only assume were once people. Before he can think 
however, something grabs him. 


A force, like a hundred hands, envelops him. They pull him 
backwards - towards the street. Masters digs his heels in, finds the 
door handle, then slams it shut. Cutting off line of sight with the 
force. Psychic, he reckons from experience. 


Nowhere to run, Masters reignites his lanterns, spitting out a third 
flame into his hand in time to hear the door behind him be wrenched 
off its hinges. The force throws it right out into the street. As their 
hands envelop him once more, he lets the flame loose. 


Psychic drops. Turning around, Masters sees the bird bash the 
flames aside. It focuses his eyes on him as if to retain its grasp, but 
Masters meets it first. A swift thunder punch clashes into the being's 
chest, then another, dealing a combo which sends it backwards into 
the street, lightning crackling around its flying type shell. 


More of its feathers slag off, falling to the wayside like dust. A 
coarse, glowing substance oozes out its wounds. Where there 
should be exposed flesh or skin, intense, golden rays pour out from 
the husk. It stands up with a loud snap, opens its beak, and lets out 
a horrid roar. 


He spots an intense glow shines from within the creature and 
instantly throws himself to the wayside. A beam tears past him, 
through the house, ripping everything to shreds. Masters sprints 
away from it as the bird flails his deadly beam around like a 
plaything, trying to bring it upon the Typhlosion as it ignites all in its 
path. 


The beam trails him. A high pitched scream follows behind his ears. 
The stone is being obliterated, one small mistake- 


He stumbles, his side bursting into flame, searing him. It is no 
normal flame, not something like a flamethrower, this one eats away 
at him like thousands hungry maws. Masters screams, hitting the 
floor as the beam continues overhead, fading into shimmering 
specks of gold. What a fool he is to think he could outrun it. 


Before he can get up, Masters faces down the street to see this 
thing soaring towards him.. It barely looks like the bird it is supposed 
to be puppeting, it is falling apart before his eyes. Something inside 


it is controlling its body - the light - whatever it wants to be called. 
The thing he is fighting this entire time is its shell, each move simply 
cracking its shell. 


Maybe it wants this; couldn't be, it would be boasting. This being is 
too shallow to not reveal its secrets. 


Masters shakes his head, he is not letting it in his head. Masters’ left 
side - his good side, grabs the flame from his lantern as he watches 
this thing descend towards him. 


Masters lets Infernal Parade loose. It slithers through the air, 
breaking into three projectiles which all follow the being. It flaps its 
wings, and gem-shaped growths sprout from its flesh, cutting 
through the targets, hailing fury down onto Masters. He barely 
covers his eyes in time for crystalline Power Gems to pummel him, 
the rock-type move suffocating his ghostly flame. 


His bruised arm reaches into his other lantern only for a Psychic 
force to pin him against the stone. The bird lords above, letting out a 
horrifying screech. 


"You have tainted this shell for the final time!" It screams, its body a 
near inoperable wreck. "I shall not let my light be extinguished 
before it mends your world!" 


Its mouth unhinges, a ball of light builds within its beak. He has to 
move, the beam is coming. He tries, and two battles well fought 
have worn him down. He can't even reach for the flame at his waist 
as the gems embedded into his body shackle him to the earth. 


His eyes widen at the glow overhead. He hears the shrill shriek 
above, then- 


Crack, crack! 


The light beam shoots off into the sky as two water bolts strike into 
the bird. Emerging from the shadows of a ruined town, Louisa leaps 
from rooftop to rooftop, his flowing membrane gliding him across the 
sky. The Inteleon descends onto the bird, grabbing onto the husk, 
riding it into the ground as they slam into the dense stone, 


splattering the being against the floor. 


Louisa extends a finger as it rears its head. Two holes are cut into 
the creature's skull as it turns to him, forming another attack which is 
silenced by Louisa as he extends a finger and fires a point blank ice 
beam, turning the bird thing into a hunk of golden ice - freezing its 
agonized expression for all eternity. 


"Louisa? Back so-" 


The Inteleon cuts him off by running over, plucking something from 
his pack and shoving it into Masters' face. A minty smell; a reviver 
seed. He chomps down without a second thought as its healing 
powder courses throughout his body. 


"There has been a change of plans, | took what | could and came 
straight away." Louisa says. "A little Krow told me about it.” 


Guess his cry for help did not fall on deaf ears. Unlike Halcion, it 
was not hard to picture many of them helping the much scrawnier of 
the two lizards to fly as the Krow goes. Masters feels enough 
strength return to him to get back up. 


One question still stands. Looking up at the dark skies, then at the 
Lizard, he recalls something. 


"Where's Winter?" Masters says. 


"She had more pressing things. Her words, not mine, she was more 
concerned with her followers and her prison." Louisa sighs. "| dare 
not accuse her of anything; her priorities differ from ours. She 
intercepted my return quickly and sternly, telling me to go back." 


All too familiar. He knows this selfish dance, the Oracle spoke of it. 
Pride getting in the way of hundreds of lives as she foretold, a real 
waste. 


"We could've used her." Masters groans. "Legendaries aren't easily 
convinced, I'm sorry | ever asked." 


"| don't think anyone could have predicted what's happening here, 
don't blame yourself." Louisa says with a soft grin. "She may have 


more interest in saving her own, but | am here, and two are most 
certainly better than one. This happening here reeks of the truly 
bizarre, we will get to the bottom of this." 


"You're looking at it." Masters motions to the frozen husk. 


The bird creature - whatever it is - lies in a cocoon of frozen 
material. The black feathery shell looks to be bursting at its seams. 
The light underneath it glistening, its reflective eyes shining with 
anger. It is still alive, somehow, despite its icy prison. 


"Arla, Nyarlathotep, whatever you canna call this thing. It's a Light 
from not of this world and it wants to take control." Masters grunts as 
he feels the Reviver Seed plugging up tissue. "This one has all the 
marks of a legendary who is full of themselves, this though, it feels 
different. Greater than that." 


There is a loud snap from the hunk of ice. A fissure runs along the 
figure deep inside, tearing across its feathers. He can see 
movement behind its flesh; a new being stirs to life. 


"What is your plan, Masters?" 


"| have none. It is like you and us, it bleeds." Masters glares at the 
creature in ice. "We've stopped a legendary before, I've stopped 
more beforehand. | don't want to live in a world where it is in charge, 
we have to stop it before it gets what it wants." 


There is another crack, a second seam rips through the body of this 
being. The husk of a Braviary begins to melt away into sludge. A 
creature more terrible than the last is emerging; a being worthy of 
the title "The Light which Hates". Masters refills his lanterns as a 
seed gets stuffed into his hand. 


"Violent Seed." Louisa speaks. "Take it if you must." 


Worthy of its name, Masters knows what this is. A seed whose mist 
can drive the most sane pokemon into a frenzy worthy of its name 
and reputation. Bad for those who want to keep focus; good for 
those who absolutely need it in a pinch. He prefers to have control of 
his faculties in a fight. If there is ever a time however... 


Masters slots it in his mouth as he chomps down. A fiery hot, spicy 
mist gushes down his throat. He can feel his limbs going numb, his 
heart race a thousand fold, his flames begin to flare wildly. Masters 
is ready. Just in time as the icy shell cracks. 


Light floods out into the world, golden rays shooting out as the icy 
husk as the thing deep inside it contorts and snaps. Powerful wings 
shatter its shell, and claws tear apart what remains of Braviary. A 
four winged body of pure light, and a long tail which tapers off into 
an infant star. It dons the feathered crown of its former host, wearing 
the husk's remains with pride while the rest of its body is bathed in 
rays of golden light and donned in armor hewn from living quartz. It 
rises from the corpse anew, gigantic, even taller than the likes of 
Palkia and Dialga Masters once faced down. 


A draconic roar shakes the earth. Masters holds a flame tight; an icy 
glint shines at the tip of Louisa's finger. 


"Lam Nyarlathotep, The Light That Hates! May my radiance beguile 
and engulf thee! | shall make thy world anew, and a new order riseth 
from the ashes!" 


Crystalline shards break off as it flaps its four wings. Power Gem 
fires upon Masters. Louisa, swift on his draw, freezes the rocks 
midair with an Ice Beam, and the fire from Masters’ hand is allowed 
to let loose - soaring towards the being of light. It breathes in, then 
bellows a Dragon Pulse, shattering both stone and flame. 


"Disperse!" Louisa shouts. 


Both pokemon race inland into the light-stricken, but cover-abundant 
remains of Calico Town. They both hear a familiar, shrieking sound 
as they break into adjacent alleyways. Pure light scores where they 
once were, melting the cobblestone into glowing paste. 


"I've never seen anything like this in all my life." Louisa shouts from 
across the street. "What is this thing?" 


"Doesn't matter,| know it wants us dead and wants to control our 
lives. It's psychic." Masters replies. "I-I think it's psychic!" 


"Dragon?" 
"Psychic-Dragon, let's roll with that!" 


Nyarlathotep, The Light That Hates. What a title to repeat, and well 
earned, it bears repeating its presence it exhumes terrifies them - 
the kind which makes the hairs on his back unconsciously stand on 
end. A psychic presence permeates the entire town as if this thing 
has already entrenched its talons into the world, wrenching control 
from the powers that be. 


His head too, it's spinning from the Violent Seed. Spitting an Infernal 
Parade in his hand, he gives the adjacent explorer a glance as both 
emerge into the street. 


The thing soars above. Whole buildings are being torn to shreds by 
its psychic force, surrounding and encircling it like a protective 
barrier. Infernal Parade travels towards it, lce Beam hits the floating 
materials. Parade connects, igniting them in ghost flame, but 
drawing the dragon's wrath upon Masters as it launches its crude 
barrier in a hail of stone. 


Masters flees from his position to the street as his cover is ripped 
apart. He can hear another ice beam fire off which is answered by a 
shrill roar as a Psychic pulse rings out. Louisa, fleeing, is assailed by 
masses of stone, crumbling his alleyway into dust. Masters faces 
this thing alone. 


Another parade, among dozens, leaves his fingertips when he pulls 
it from his waist. The great dragon easily soars out of its grasp. It 
flaps its wings, readying another power gem. Masters, facing the 
move down, bursts into the fray doffing his hat. His fire roars, the 
spicy sensation of the Violent Seed overwhelms his inhibitions, and 
he lets Eruption soar. 


The Dungeon is vast, much too deep, like a spiraling scar in the 
earth as she descends through cold dark corridors down into the 
abyss. She can barely see past her face stealing a torch from the 
walls does little to help either, providing only menial comfort in the 


deepest depths of the earth. 


The sights she witnesses provide no solace. There are the bodies of 
warriors stacked to the ceiling, armor, weapons strewn everywhere. 
Few people appear to be properly buried, and those who have been 
given their rights are adorned in pristine mail; as if protected from 
the clutches of time. 


She recognizes some of these warriors - electric types - laid to rest 
in this forgotten place. Some are the same species of the warrior 
whom she encountered, Luxrays, strewn dozens by the number, 
their loyal lives amounting to no fame or fortune in death, just 
another unremarkable sight among thousands of others. 


As gruesome or terrifying as all of this is, what waits for her at the 
bottom of this spiraling staircase guides Halcion forward. With torch 
in hand she descends deeper and deeper till her feet at some point 
touch cold ground. A soft crinkle of bones marks her every step 
when she makes landfall, and past everything, she can see a light at 
the end of this terrible place. 


A black stone vault waits for her. Her hefty, worked hands turn the 
dial with ease. The old mechanisms wail and slowly the seal opens. 


Armor, weaponry, riches galore; treasures too many to number. 
Waiting for her, at the back of all of it, is the only treasure she 
seeks.. A body, or rather, the hollowed out armor of a man dear 
whose great blade rests at its feet. 


She is under no delusion Zekrom has survived throughout all of 
these years. Someone like him had to have faced the consequences 
of his actions - however righteous they were. Until recently, she had 
no idea what did him in. 


The Oracle said his own partner was the one who laid him to rest. 
For what reason she cannot know, only speculate. This 
unremarkable corpse is Zekrom. This is the one pokemon she had 
spent the greater half of her life trying to replicate; a skeleton in a 
suit of ill-fitting, rusted mail. 


She had been expecting something, more than nothing, to be left of 


him. Why else would all these securities be here? Just to protect 
some bones? His sword, immense in size, could be worth 
thousands. But his body itself, seeing him just - she does not know 
what to say or do. 


Halcion reaches up, plucking the golden plume from Honchkrow's 
hat. She presses Ho-oh's feather against her chest, then breathes 
deeply, offering a prayer to whoever is listening. 


"Please, let this work." 


She steps forwards. Gripping the plume tightly, she feels it become 
a fine powder in her hand. And when she lets go, a golden, ashy 
power descends over the armor. She takes a deep breath. 


And waits 
And waits... 


Nothing, nothing save for the hollow wind flowing far, far above. Had 
she gone through this for nothing? The feather is gone. A suit of 
rusty armor lies still, showered in golden powder.. 


Has she done this for nothing? 


Out of all the riches here, one strikes her. The sword, Zerkom's 
blade, enormous in size and ground to a razor edge on each side. 
Maybe, maybe if he could not return, this piece of iron could be what 
she needs. 


Halcion grabs it. The blade is immense, too heavy for her one 
person to bear. Her muscles crack, and strain as she powers 
through, carrying it upon her shoulders, wheezing as she leaves 
Zekrom to rot. 


Dexys, Masters, Louisa, everyone was counting on her to bring this 
man back. If she cannot, then his sword shall make do. She will bear 
this to her dying breath, carry it to the highest mountain to and fro to 
deliver a decisive blow to this interloper.. 


Slowly, she drags the metal slab across the floor, sparks flying with 
every inch. She carries it as far as she can, stopping at the stairs. 


Halcion collects herself for a split second, then pulls once more, 
putting all of her might into dragging this thing up hill. 


Until suddenly it becomes lighter. A voice, deep and magnificent, 
speaks from behind. 


"This weight is not to be carried alone." 


The Light That Hates 
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Chapter 63: 63 - Break of Dawn Part Four 


Four of Four. The End. 


A powerful eruption surges through the town. Waves of magma turn 
surrounding buildings to paste while the flames engulf the golden 
dragon. It shrieks, slagging off the energy as it screams out a pulse 
of draconic energy blindly. It misses, but its eyes - like stars shining 
in the night, glare straight at Masters. 


Masters looks across the street through the haze of violent seed. 
Louisa, where was Louisa? The alleyway where he is supposed to 
be is in ruin. 


An ear splitting noise booms overhead.. The glowing behemoth 
opens its jaw wide, a ball of light surging between its fangs Another 
beam! Running out to hit the creature with eruption has left him in 
the wide open! Masters turns towards the closest alley when the 
ground shakes. 


lt lands in the street on gargantuan claws. Its wings curl around the 
buildings, bracing itself as the beam above it becomes louder, and 
louder. He sees it flick its head to the right. Masters throws himself 
to the floor at the last moment. 


Pure light grazes the fur on his back with a clean swipe. Dreadful 
silence interrupts the air, then is broken by dozens of explosions, 
exploding everything the beam had cut in twain. Radiant fire all 
around, the buildings begin to topple one by one till something 
catches them. Frozen time, Darkai's influence has frozen time 
altogether. Thankfully too, for he would've been buried in an early 
grave of masonry. 


He hears the thing scream. It does not hesitate to rip apart Masters’ 
cover with psychic forces, thrashing them around like playthings. He 
rightfully decides not to be here when his tomb is opened. 


Through the alleyway he reaches the riverside to see the full extent 
of the destruction. All those streaks of light, the beam, has turned 
the quiet town into a glistening grave. Buildings which should be 
standing are warped beyond comprehension into spiraling artworks 
in which the dark of a world without time and the glowing serpents 
wage a fruitless war. 


Even if this thing is stopped, there is not going to be much left of this 
town. To think, all the people here... 


Masters shoves the thoughts aside, racing further down the streets 
where he finds a way back into the main street. Taking the split 
moment to refill his lanterns, he lets a flame go loose as he bursts 
into the street - throwing it straight at the thing ripping apart the 
buildings. 


It is not so easily blinded. The Dragon kicks off the ruins, leaping 
high on its four wings out of reach of the slow Infernal Parade. Just 
as it would open its mouth to spew out a Dragon Pulse it suddenly 
snaps to the wayside. Louisa, standing atop one of these ruinous 
structures, casts an Ice Beam. The frigid power overwhelms the 
draconic force as it grazes the dragon at the other end. 


But the beam stays there, trapped in time. Louisa leaps onto the icy 
walkway with a finger outstretched, sprinting on it into the beast's 
range and firing off two point-bank shots into its skull. A psychic 
force grabs Louisa before he can fall to the wayside, transposing 
him straight into the beast's claws. It holds the Intleon over its head 
then whips his corpse towards the earth. 


Masters sprints over, barely catching Louisa before he becomes a 
splat on the road. 


Louisa lets out a pained "Thanks." 


The thing is up there, thrashing mad with its crystal claws. Two 
point-blank blows are still harrowing no matter the typing or strength. 


They have a second to breathe. 


"Later, thank me later." Masters stands up. "Infernal Parade isn't 
gonna hit him, Eruption does nothing, and I'm pretty sure it could 
see us through smokescreen with its psychic stuff. I'm short on 
options." 


He looks at the lizard. Something watery is at the tip of his fingers 
which does not appear to be his usual snipe shot. He pops open a 
bottle with his other hand, guns oran, then shoves it into Masters’ 

hand. Masters takes it, briefly overwhelming the spice with healing 
sweetness. 


"I'm gonna try something. I've never used it on the unwilling; it needs 
contact, | have to get close." Louisa glances at Masters. "Can you 
help me do that?" 


The vagueness did not help, though looking at his hand once more, 
he understands. Soak, a rarely used move, mostly to give people 
the chance to breathe underwater. Louisa's Soak, and his 
Thunderpunch. It is a risky maneuver but their only option is to toss 
ineffective moves at this monstrosity. 


Worry overwhelms him, and his fingers wrap around a dark cloth. 
The symbol which had been there from the very beginning of his 
adventurous days, a symbol which has come to define his life. He 
embraces it, gripping the cloth to his chest and shutting his eyes as 
the Scream surges through his mind. 


On the ground, this thing overhead, its wings and maw fueling a ball 
of light. He sees himself holding out his arms, bracing himself before 
his demise and in his final moments he sees four slashes upon the 
beast's neck. Gills. 


The Calamitous Scream leaves him in a sickening stupor. His head 
pounds, the seed clashing with the temporal ability to form a 
nauseous mixture. Louisa speaks beyond the haze. 


"Break!" 


Louisa sprints into the street, a dragon pulse tearing apart where he 


once stood, and whipping Masters back to his senses. The beast 
roars, landing in the rubble around Masters as its vile jaws hang 
above him. Masters flees, trying to reach wherever Louisa fled, but a 
force matching him stops him in his tracks. 


The innumerable invisible hands of Psychic pull, and pull, slowly 
overpowering him, dragging him towards The Dragon. Masters goes 
to reach for his lanterns, then feel his arm practically be ripped from 
his shoulder, becoming another thing for this gravitational force to 
pull inward. His lanterns full, Masters lets his legs crumble as he 
throws himself against the mounds of rubble. 


Crack! Both his lanterns shatter against the stone. The force takes in 
the flames, six embers in total, too many to avoid. The four wings 
bat the majority away, but one connects. 


His body hits the floor as the thing reels back, screaming. He feels 
weak from the psychic squeezing his insides, but he has cut off its 
grasp. Masters breathes deep dazed, bewildered. He tries to escape 
but the psychic presence regains its strength and slams him into the 
earth, shackling with invisible chains. 


"Impudent mortal!” It shrieks. "Embrace my radiance!" 


Louisa emerges from the shadows. Two Snipe shots ring, which it 
endures, and answers back with Dragon Pulse. The Inteleon bounds 
forwards, descending into the pulse, letting it surge through him as 
he descends on the Dragon. It swings its wing at him, he grabs onto 
it, throwing himself further and slashing downwards to leave behind 
a claw mark on Nyarlathotep's neck. 


Already weak from enduring the Dragon Pulse, he falls onto the 
rubble next to Masters. Powerful talons smash down, crushing the 
Inteleon under them. Louisa lets out a command with his last breath. 


"Go, Masters! Now's the time!" 


Masters, gritting his teeth, races up the rubble. His fists ignite with 
electrical energy, and barrels towards the great and terrible beast. 


Something tries to stop him, more psychic force. The Dragon howls 


with laughter as Masters drowns it out with a scream of vengeance 
and anger, pushing through. Destroy it for the good of everyone, he 
tells himself, do it for no one else can! 


Suddenly, the psychic chains shatter. Through sheer force of will 
Masters' fist barrels through the psychic armor till it collides with the 
Dragon's visage, shattering its jaw, cracking its crystalline armor. 
The electrified blow gives way to another, then another, as Masters 
unleashes all he can, fueled by the Violent Seed burning inside him. 


Its defenses are being torn asunder, the type advantages ripping 
into it. More and more of those blows rip this thing to shreds - 
throwing feathers like smoke in the wind. He hears it scream, feels it 
trying to stop him, but his anger and sense of justice shine brighter 
than its light, drowning it in his righteous anger. 


He feels a discharge from his knuckles. One of them has already 
paralyzed this thing's form. He readies a first, putting his all into 
charging a final blow - a strike to end this madness. He hurls his fist 
down- 


Masters can no longer move. 


A force, equal to his own, stops Masters in his tracks. Psychic 
pushes against his own strength. He tries to put everything into this, 
anything to break their hold, but he is too weak - too mortal. The 
forces tear through his arm, turning his bones, everything into paste 
under its immeasurable pressure. 


Psychic throws him to the mound of rubble with the Inteleon. His 
eyes widen, the Dragon standing tall, its face torn by countless 
blows but its form and body remaining. 


"Weaklings, you lot. What did you hope to obtain?" 


It hacks, vile, white-hot ichor pouring from its maw. The wounds 
upon its body are apparent, too many to count, yet shrugging them 
off like any experienced explorer would. Its four wings fan out behind 
it, talons at the tips of them furling outwards, feeding energy into an 
sphere of energy flowing overhead. Its voice booms. 


"Be still! Let my light take thee, and fade into nothingness!" 


Masters' eyes widen. He has not the strength to move against this 
psychic force and whatever was embolden Louisa is gone. Both are 
weak, soon to become fuel for the things’ ever-expanding fire. 


The orb above shrieks with a familiar sound, something forming 
overhead. Psychic pushes tighter on his chest. He can barely 
breathe, yet alone run or muster a move. Masters has to act, lest his 
final seconds in this plane of existence be wasted. 


He wriggles around, strength returning to his limbs but he is still too 
weak. No more further thunderpunches are to be thrown, no more 
flames. He has enough time; enough might to do one final thing in 
this world. 


A hand reaches underneath his cloak, gripping something tight. 
Masters throws himself over the rubble, disposing his body between 
Louisa and the dragon. He holds out his arms, bracing. 


The piercing, ear-splitting scream surges down, crashing all around 
him. The rubble is turned to fine powder, the ruins around bursting 
into golden flame. He feels a force strike his open palm, engulfing it, 
scorching his body as he tries to scream. 


And the light, as quickly as it had come, fades. Inside Masters’ palm 
is a Time Gear; Lucario's gear. Cracked, veins of light course 
through its black metal, the dragon looks down in disbelief. 


"A-A time gear...?" 


The metal becomes hot in his hands, hotter. The cracks brighten, 
then tear the gear completely asunder. Masters’ entire world 
becomes dark. 


He cannot move. Louisa's face is frozen in fear and acceptance of 
the end, and this being hovering above him has shock strewn across 
its visage. Both beings produce not a sound, both are, for lack of 
better word trapped. 


There is no light from his surroundings, neither from the dragon, 
both are utterly void of any semblance of life. Nyarlathotep's face is 


stricken with terror, the gold depleted from its body, leaving behind a 
translucent icy blue husk. The glow behind its star-shaped eyes is 
replaced by a deep, churning red, as if the soul of this wretched 
being has been coaxed from its radiant shell. 


The being stirs, its wings twitching with life. Masters pulls away from 
the frozen remains of Louisa, getting to back up hacking, wheezing. 
The Time Gear, he did not even know why he took it in the first 
place, but the destruction of it, a temporal artifact, has wrought 
something more terrible than this light. 


Pure, utter darkness. A world without time, nor the laws of space. 
Masters has brought it to being, even for a moment, and it's in this 
world where Nyarlathotep's light will fade. 


It shakes its icy body awake, slowly coming to. Golden veins streak 
under its frozen flesh, warming up the being beneath it. Void of its 
light in this world of Darkness, all it has to rely on is its raw strength, 
and raw strength alone is enough. 


Masters tries to lead it from the body of Louisa but he does not go 
far before its claws pin him to the street. Fists have torn its face to 
shreds, the red core is visible, beating like a heart. 


lt unhinges its jaw. A shimmering blue glow builds between its teeth, 
Dagon Pulse, yet again, one final thing to finish off this irksome 
Typhlosion. It sucks in the air around it, drawing a deep breath, 
then... 


Something interrupts it. Lightning illuminates the pitch-black skies, a 
storm which defies the nonexistence of time and space. The sight 
does not abate it. It draws in more breath, the pulse becoming 
larger, it exhales- 


And a bolt of golden lightning tears its soak-affected body. 


The thunder strikes near Masters, the force throwing off the dragon's 
hand and pushing 


Masters away. Nyarlathotep looks to face its adversary, roaring not 
in anger, but in pure fear. 


Cald in armor dark as night, a majestic warrior levitates on his 
wings. He brandishes a chipped, old blade, facing it towards the 
wretched light. His golden eyes, full of fury, stare down the invader. 


"Interloper, being not of this world! Never will this world kneel to any 
light, not even yours!" 


A long tail spirals behind him, mail covering the breadth of his 
being.. He speaks in a voice truly befitting of his radiance, booming 
like thunder. He shines in the dark, facing a weakened Nyarlathotep 
with all of his heart and might. He knows who this is, he can just 
hardly believe he is here in the flesh. 


The Calamitous Knight, Zekrom 


He swings his shoulder, hurling someone towards the Dragon. It's 
Halcion! She unleashes everything upon the dragon below, claw and 
tusk ripping through everything they can in a righteous Outrage. The 
being's crystalline armor is torn to shreds, bits clattering against the 
earth like hailstones. 


It seizes Halcion right before she lands. It opens its mouth, its inner 
light feeding into another ball of energy, using the last of its life force 
to try and end one of them with its glow. Masters gets to his feet as 
an Ice Beam careens past him. Nyarlathotep casts the move aside 
with its wing, but the frozen line of energy remains, a frozen line 
which Masters grabs onto, using it as a stepping stone to slam a 
thunder punch upon the beast.. 


The dragon turns too late to stop him as Masters lands a strike 
against its jaw. Before it has the chance to bite in retaliation, a boom 
interrupts it as thunder and raw might combine into a swing of 
Zekrom's blade, carving straight into the being. 


Masters lands just in time to grab Halcion before she shatters on the 
rubble. Masters, Halcion and Louisa all look up to face the awesome 
sight. 


More, and more light is being forcibly torn out from it, gushing out 
into the distorted ether, billowing upwards to the sphere over its 
head. Zekrom, even whilst wielding his colossal blade, barely keeps 
up with this outsider. Strike after strike destroying its defenses, 
allowing more of its ichor to flow into his move. It forms to an 
overwhelming size in moments, ready to unleash utter devastation. 


Zekrom sees what is happening. He descends towards the trio 
instantly, sheltering everyone below with his armored frame, pushing 
them back with its tail. 


Everyone is blinded as streaks of light surge overhead, destroying 
the lands, rushing towards the largest sign of hostile life. Once by 
one, they pierce Zekrom like spears, wearing into him as he uses his 
sword to keep himself afoot - anything to protect the three in his 
shadow. A great javelin of light goes straight through, and he draws 


a deep breath, keeping himself together in time to order his fellows 
upon their one true nemesis. 


"Now!" Zekrom shouts, gripping his blade. "Destroy it!" 


Halcion and Masters enter the fray as the light fades above, the 
wounded form of Nyarlathotep landing before them. Masters, 
pooling all he can into his fist, strikes first - its psychic defenses 
failing to abate him after pouring its all into that move. Halcion 
follows with her own, delivering chops to its body, and together they 
rain their moves down into its form, chipping till the great feathered 
dragon is unrecognizable. 


And Zekrom, letting loose a roar, stands to his feet. He swings his 
greatsword down, piercing the being's chest, splitting their crystalline 
armor as a shower of psychic energy gushes outwards. There is a 
bright flash, everyone is blown aback, then all is left are silvery 
ashes. 


Zekrom crumbles, falling onto the stone alongside his foe. The three 
warriors rise, Halcion shaking off dust, Masters sighing, and Louisa 
steadily rising on his own. All three look upon the sight. 


The golden one is no more, replaced with frozen remains. A great 
wound is carved into their face to their chest, revealing more of its 
red innards to the world - the core of whatever this being is. An echo 
fills the silent air, stained with pure anger. 


"| will not fade till this world has its light devoured, till it is made 
whole and all of your wrongs are made right." It whispers, its shell 
crumbling into icy pieces. "However long it may take, | will shadow 
you to your graves, and bring the order you and your knight deny. | 
am just - | am all that is right in this forlorn world." 


Nonsense. He has heard this before. So sick of it, all of it. Masters 
matches its fury, spitting and coughing through his words. 


"Then | will be there, to put you right to rest. We don't need you, 
none of us do, we are fine on our own." 


"Each one of us, we all came here to oppose you because it is what 


we want. We believe in ourselves, in explorers and each other to 
make a right world. If we can't, then the search for it is good enough. 
We don't need a dictator to tell us what is and what should be. We'll 
survive without you, as we've done for these last fifteen years." 


Masters can see through its hollowed out skull, a single orb which 
projects a single, pinprick eye. It hisses, its body forming into limbs 
of ice which melt before they can lay upon him. 


"You need me." It says. 
"We never did." Masters retorts. 


Dent, Rei, everyone. They fought for a world without the meddling of 
higher powers, a world of peace, untouched by ambition. Rei wanted 
to feel as if he amounted to something, and he would give his life to 
Masters' cause - for this, for their freedom. 


The three remaining explorers:: Halcion, Louisa, and Masters stand 
tall, facing this thing now and forevermore. Its final words in this 
world fall on deaf ears. 


"You need me..." 


The body melts into nothingness. A single, pulsating red heart of 
energy is last to fade, and all become smoke in the wind. Everything 
Masters has fought for, this thing stands in opposition. With it gone, 
he turns to the one source of guidance: Zekrom. 


Zekrom is wounded. Whatever the outsider was trying to charge he 
endured, taking its full brunt so his fellows may deliver the decisive 
blow. He covers his chest with a hand, breathing heavily, his sword 
lying at his feet. 


"Zekrom?" Masters says, approaching him. 


"This is my name. | am him." He inhales sharply. "I have yet to face 
an outsider so terrible. The wound they dealt is not fatal, but | will 
allow it to be so, it must be." 


What did he mean by that? Does he... does he want to stay dead? 
Masters looks to Halcion for answers who stands up and speaks on 


his behalf. 


"| didn't bring you up from nowhere so you can just die of a dumb 
little wound." Halcion shouts. "Come on, I'm sure one of these two 
got what you need..." 


Masters sees Louisa digging through his things. He produces a 
Reviver Seed, brandishing it for Zekrom to see. Zekrom shakes his 
head. 


"No, no, you had brought me here to quell a matter." Zekrom 
inhales. "| have silenced it alongside the being who wrought these 
troubles. | have done my duty; let me rest." 


His aim is made abundantly clear. He wants to perish here, to return 
to whatever state Halcion had returned him from. Zekrom lets his 
armored body rest against the rubble, drawing in deep breaths as 
his eyes remain upon the trio, waiting solemnly. 


"| would wager you have much to ask me, do you not?" Zekrom 
smiles softly. "Please, elucidate me. | prefer to perish in good 
tidings." 


The first to speak is the one with the least to ask. Louisa, holding a 
hand across his heart, takes a step forward. 


"My partner, a Sneasel who works under my society. She got aged 
by a black time gear, is she to be well?" 


The question elicits an amused huff from Zekrom. He answers 
Louisa with a half-smile. 


"She will be fine. She will live a long and prosperous life, | presume, 
with or without you. Time is a fickle; easily toyed with. If you were 
wise enough to seek the aid of Celebi, she would give your Sneasel 
elongated life for her trouble. It would be unlike her not to give out 
unnecessary blessings." 


"You knew her?" The words slip out of Masters' mouth. 


"Know her, yes. There was a time where conversing with other 
legendaries was not uncommon. She, save for Dialga, is the only 


counselor for the temporal domain. She was first to know about the 
formation of other time gears, those which distort time, used to bind 
my people.” 


He draws a deep breath, sighing. 


"It was not right for them to do so, however expected. They distorted 
this homeland to douse the excess of light here, and in doing so, 
trapped my people in the deepest of dungeons. A sacrifice. They 
knew what they would wrought. It was a punishment." 


Who is he speaking about? Masters wants to ask, though those 
words would be wasteful. It is the other legendaries, other powers 
like Zekrom, delivering to his people what the other Darkrai 
attempted. It has happened once before; did she know? All those 
gravesites, the husks of armor in the dungeons to the north... no 
one remembers them. 


Louisa is still, looking towards the sky with a solemn expression, 
then to the wounded knight. He offers a bow, Zekrom stops him. 


"You must not honor me." 


Louisa nods, stepping down from the rubble into the streets, trying to 
measure the destruction. 


Thus, his attention turns to the remaining two. His golden eyes look 
to Masters, he must be saving Halcion for last. 


Masters' mind begins to race, the concoction of a battle rage and 
seed powder slowly wilts away, leaving behind an old, wounded 
ghost. 


He feels cold all around. He touches his face, then looks at his hand. 
Purplish blood, his blood. He tells himself he has been through 
worse, then takes a deep breath, gazing wearily at the great warrior. 
Zekrom's wounds are plentiful. Pinprick holes have cut through parts 
of him, leaving behind scored flesh. How he is still able to breathe 
and speak is a monument to his sheer resilience. 


Masters speaks. 


"| have so many things to ask you. There's so much | want to know 
but there is not enough time." 


"Then let it not be dashed, speak what your heart wishes." 


A long silence follows that. What is he supposed to say? Each 
moment he spends Zekrom crawls closer to his demise. Respect his 
time, Masters thinks, just speak . 


"| wanted to be an explorer since | first knew what they were. | found 
a little stone, and thought it was so strange | just had to find out its 
secrets. I'd come to meet a friend, together we discovered a plot to 
see the world covered in darkness, we even went to see it 
ourselves. It was a battle long fought. We retrieved the gears, we 
repaired Temporal Tower at the cost of the person most dear to 
me." 


No platitudes, only a knowing, thoughtful gaze. Masters pulls out the 
mega stone, gripping it tight for strength, to feel his presence again. 


"| came to get these gears so | can bring him back. It wasn't fair for 
me; | couldn't wrap my head around it. | came across another of this 
man's species, and welcomed this new person, and this memory 
back into me. | felt warm again for the first time since he left. | didn't 
admit it to him..." 


His fingers tighten around the stone, tighter, tighter to where he can 
feel it digging into his palm. 


"I loved him." 


Not romantic, never could be, his for Rei is a different kind of love. 
Words do it no justice. Even with him gone, he can still feel it, 
however dwindling. It Keeps him here, he will not fade so long as he 
feels purpose. 


"| loved him, and... everything | fought for in Temporal Tower, | 
learned it was your plan. You want that world. You've reasons, 
everyone has their reasons. But | lost my friend for nothing, | just 
delayed your work, and | lost another because another conniving 
bastard thought they were you. No one does, no one gets to take..." 


"We've our regrets." Zekrom speaks. 


What does he regret, it is still happening because of him! Because 
of Darkrai, his team of schemers making everything worse! He can 
feel Halcion's gaze on his back, watching Masters as tears gush 
from his eyes. His voice becomes shrill. 


"You regret nothing! It's still going to happen, you've doomed us! 
And what can | even do-" 


With one raised hand, Zekrom silences Masters. He is stricken 
momentarily, enough for Zekrom to speak. 


"There is no greater sin than what | have brought. My actions were 
mine alone. My ambition was to create a world without a higher 
influence, unknowing of what | would sew. His deeds brought your 
world the Dungeons as you know them. Breaking the powers’ binds 
to this world caused Destiny Tower to plummet to the earth, blighting 
the land." 


There is a hint; a tinge of a falterance in his noble voice. 


"The one you know as the prince swore fealty to me in my conquest 
to banish this light, the other has always been at my side. Darkrai 
foresaw what world was to be created, and what you believe is a 
plan to conquer or was intended from the start is my will enacted - 
doing all in their power to ease the falling of this light." 


"True it may be that the world may need a higher power. Not it, nor 
this Nyarlathotep, deserve such a throne. The people need to guide 
themselves, a collective guided by the thoughts, the love, the 
protection of others. That is the world | fought for, not one which is 
clad in Darkness. If it cannot be undone, then | will see it come 
peacefully." 


Zekrom leans his head back, falling against the rubble, facing up at 
the sky. The smoke is cleared, both the light and the darkness here 
have warred each other into a stalemate. Rubble falls all around, the 
buildings shifting back into their natural states, however ruined they 
may be. The sounds of The Sea wash over them, bringing cold air 
and peace to land. Stars shine overhead indifferent to all. 


"No darkness, no tyrants, just people choosing to live. Such a naive 
notion, to believe | could force it upon you all. Even peace... | 
couldn't..." 


The fringes of his mouth curls into a smile. Exposing his wounds to 
the salty air, his arm weakly reaches for his blade. He grasps it by its 
blade, turning its hilt towards... Halcion. 


"The coldness of death is my atonement. | fought the mortal sent by 
the light, and it's when they struck me down did the weight of my 
actions take their toll. | cannot perish as you do as much as | wish it 
so. Take my stone - my heart, let it sit in the deepest depths of a 
dungeon, never to be touched." 


Halcion stares at the sword then at the man who it belongs to. She 
wraps her hands tightly around the handle, wielding it with heft as it 
falls to the floor. Halcion's eyes dart between everyone. 


"Whatever you want of me, | can't do this." Halcion says. "This is 
yours, it's always been yours." 


"| bequeath it to you. Do the act, lay me to rest. | ask neither to be 
worshipped nor honored, merely remembered." 


It is clear whatever has been fueling her throughout the battle is 
fading. The Haxorus looks on in horror, the weight of the sword 
chains her on the spot. Her mouth moves, nothing comes out until 
she looks to Masters with pleading eyes. 


"Let him do it!" Halcion stutters. "You've gotta have a grudge, you-" 


After this, after speaking to the man most responsible for all the 
woes of the world and his in turn, Masters cannot say for certain if 
he bears a grudge - he does not have the anger in him anymore. 


Masters shakes his head. Zekrom, in turn, speaks for all. 


"You have idolized me, you have honored me. You bear the heart of 
my squires. Those who see me for the person | am become my 
knights, my hands. They see that | am their equal, as equal as this 
flesh may allow." 


He crosses his arms across his chest, pulling down the chainmail to 
reveal his bare neck. Zekrom sighs contently, facing the cosmos 
with a smile. 


"Slay me, Halcion. Bear my sword, | am ready." 


Halcion's grasp tightens, so tight her claws dig into her own palms, 
drawing blood. She hefts the sword overhead, resting the behemoth 
of a greatsword upon her shoulder. Her eyes line up a clean blow, 
ready to drop at a moment's notice. Looking down upon him with 
unmistakable awe, he smiles back. 


"Carry that blade - carry it to the break of dawn. When the light 
crests after a world of darkness you will know the peace | have 
striven all my life for. If only | could be there to share with thee, for 
my sins stay my feet, and | atone evermore." 


She shuts her eyes. He can hear her heart thumping in her chest. 
She shouts, hosting the blade high, then in a fell swoop slams it 
against the earth. Swift, painless, Zekrom's body disintegrates into 
black ash which the wind carries into the Sea of Time, scattering in 
its warped waves, lost but not forgotten. 


Masters may not forgive him - it is likely he does not want to be. But 
what Masters grants the Knight is a thing he never grants his ilk: 
respect. Immortal, he lived the life of an explorer. Made mistakes, 
developed regrets, became endowed in fame, he knows the feeling 
all too well for the Grass Continent showered him in countless praise 
the moment he returned from Temporal Tower alone, so utterly 
alone. It is because of Zekrom he has come to an understanding 
about this world; of himself. 


Though there may be countless troubles, endless setbacks, grief 
and misery, there is always a dawn waiting for them. Zekrom's world 
of peace, a new friend after so many years, a treasure at the end of 
a treacherous voyage. This pursuit is why he became an explorer. 
Happiness needs to be fought for. 


A set of footsteps walk up towards them, Louisa. As the ashes near 
Halcion's feet part, they see a sphere lying in the rusted armor. She 
plucks it, and embraces the black stone, holding it close to her 


bosom and the sword in another, sheltering his remains in her 
admiration. 


"Is it done?" Louisa asks. 
Truly? It will never be, as long as they have something to strive for. 


Masters looks at him, a smile curling up his bloodied face. The 
warmth of the mega stone returns, reminding him of what he has 
fought for. Halcion lifts the blade onto her shoulders, nodding to the 
Typhlosion. 


Masters answers. 


"It is done." 


64 - Farewell 


Chapter 64: 64 - Farewell 


(See the end of the chapter for notes.) 


Weeks have passed. 
Halcion continued to be inconsolable during the walk back. 


There was nothing left of Calico Town, the true breadth of the 
devastation brought on by Nyarlathotep only became known days or 
weeks after. A whole third of the continent became twisted, distorted 
ruin. Those who did survive did so under the help of the Scholar's 
Guild to the south. They organised an entire relief effort, banding 
together fellows from Calico Town and the surrounding areas and 
leading them with the aid of many a map and tome through the 
quickest way to the north - the one side untouched by this 
blasphemous destruction. 


On their way out they met with a caravan of evacuees. Its two 
operators, a Lycanroc and a familiar face were shocked to see them. 
Masters delivered the news to Leon of what happened, the mention 
of a Braviary causing his stern mask to fade momentarily, but 
otherwise he took it fairly well. They joined them. Upon Louisa 
suggesting they make it to the Society to the north the guildies threw 
aside their differences and asked they band as one. 


The Guildmaster from the Scholar's guild would later make it official. 
One guild is better than two who do not even communicate over 
differences in policy, and the vast majority of the Scholars’ library 
would eventually be brought north to the keep turned explorer hall. 


According to the survivors from the caravan they - Masters, Louisa 
and Halcion - were the only people within Calico Town who 
survived. 


The caravan led through halfway rock. The purple tent was nowhere 


to be seen, but a Prinplup and a "Mienshao" were. Halcion calmed 
once she was in the arms of her partner.. Leon took the comatose 
Prinn aboard only to find that for some reason, he was thousands of 
coins richer. Apparently a ghost left a little present, and the Krows, 
somehow, were still in operation. 


One of these Murkrow, one Masters knew as Flaskk, would emerge 
as their natural leader. An event was to be held later which involved 
him ingesting a Dusk Stone and evolving to be their Honchkrow, an 
event Masters sadly won't be here for. 


And of course, there is the matter of Sneasel. Who was brought 
back sometime during all of this, and returned spry and youthful, 
returned to the society with welcomed arms. She hugged poor 
Louisa so tight he probably broke something. 


The integration is swift, clinically so. The Society's relatively empty 
halls were made into temporary bedding, and Leon was anointed 
head of external affairs - whatever this role means - to handle all of 
it. People from all walks of life came in, and Masters sent a message 
to all the Krows to relay that a safe haven was to the north. 


Lapis Town, eventually, would become the central hub of the entire 
Continent, replacing the one lost in the south. The pathetic dock 
north of the town would eventually become a bustling port, burly 
water-types operating as ferry mons delivering wares and people 
from their grassy neighbours yonder. 


Halcion, Louisa, Dexys and him would become a famous quartet 
within the society, much to his own chagrin.. They had their own little 
room, separate from all of them, a nicely furnished abode with a 
roaring fireplace and beds aplenty where they drank on the regular. 


During one of these nights, Halcion and Dexys made their 
relationship official. They made it public - if it wasn't obvious, and 
they held a party. The Scholars’ provided drinks, it was the best 
night he had staying here. 


But the glamour, and praise wore on him. He had somewhere he 
needed to be, not here. The life of a famous explorer is too familiar, 
too grating, he needed to find his way out and it came in the form of 


a cloth he held dear. 


Everyone knows, at least those who matter, know he is not to return 
for a while. Carrying a sack of things, mostly ales and trinkets, he 
ventures down the frozen river to where it meets the northern sea. 
The dock, now a bustling hub of infrastructure, is silent at this awful 
hour. Not a soul to be seen, no one to interrupt him with questions 
like"what he's doing" and "why are you leaving". 


He holds the cloth overhead. The symbol glints, then a thin beam 
shoots out into the horizon. And by the numerous new docks, he 
waits, bag hoisted upon his shoulder. 


A thought creeps in. Where are all the workers? Unsurprisingly, at 
least at this point, all of them lie strewn asleep, lying there in the 
cold and loose snowfall. He sighs, and glances behind him. 


Tall, gaunt, appearing from the dark, Darkrai makes his presence 
known to him as he approaches on stilt-like appendages. He should 
be loading up his lanterns at the sight of him, but the fight has left 
Masters long ago. 


"Darkrai." Masters speaks. 


"Cole Masters, greetings." Darkrai approaches, his long, clawed 
fingers pulling an ethereal something or another out of a poor 
slumped fool. "You've been very busy. Mind the unsuspecting fools, 
it is the only way | can get us to speak one on one." 


"Just don't hurt them." The Typhlosion spits. "You have a bad habit 
of making your problems everybody's." 


Darkrai chuckles, stepping closer. His blue eyes meet with Masters’ 
stern, crimson gaze. 


"| have a proposal." 


More of this, he heard this nonsense so many years ago. Masters 
turns around instantly, looking to the distance where a figure is seen 
emerging from the Sea of Time. He does not give Darkrai the time of 


day, he is not worth it. 


"Would you listen to me, Cole Masters?" Darkrai continues to laugh. 
"It is rather rude not to face a prince when he speaks to you." 


"lam listening whether | like it or not." Masters replies. 


"Good, do so well. The Knight extends his hand of gratitude to thee 
for honoring him so deeply. You have come to encompass all he 
represents, and we would wish you to join our triumvirate in bis 
absence." 


A role, a spot above everyone. The sort of thing leaves a wretched 
sensation in his throat. He turns around to greet Darkrai with a stern 
"no", but a phantom makes herself known without so much as a gust 
of wind. She smiles at him, welcoming Masters with all of her ghastly 
splendour. 


"Taking credit again?" She chuckles. "T'was my idea to have thee as 
our is to guide the world to his dawn. | am certain the knight hath 
elucidated thee." 


"Very certain." Masters grumbles. 


He has had too much time to contemplate the words, Zekrom's 
words. They have kept it a secret to themselves.. He did not expect 
through his revival and death yet again, these two would continue 
their efforts, ever pursuing the happiness - the dawn Zekrom spoke 
of. He glances between them, focusing on the phantom who 
brushes Darkrai aside, taking his reins. 


"You are one of a few who have witnessed me for what | truly am. | 
have nothing but the deepest respect and trust for you, and my 
former champion." She glances to the side, sighing. "My aims 
remain resolute, they are to save the masses from what is destined 
to happen." 


"Zekrom regrets everything. He told me." 
The phantom shuts her eyes, nodding. 


"I've known. | was there." She speaks. "I extend my hand to you, 


and should you take it we will welcome you as our third - the one 
who stands in his the Knight's place." 


The thought sickens him. In the distance the shadow looms closer, 
Lapras, coming for him to bring him back across the Sea of Time to 
where peace and quiet awaits. A dry sensation travels up his throat. 


"Is this all that this has been? A way of recruiting me?" 


A poignant silence befalls them. Darkrai turns away, walking off on 
his tall, tall appendages to leave the two phantoms to converse. 
Mismagius softens her expression, looking to Masters. 


"Darkrai had always schemed to make you our third, but none of 
this, not | could have foreseen. | extend my hand to you because 
you understand Zekrom, our fellow, in the way his knights and | 
have. He is a man with a dream tainted by his ambition, but a dream 
we will help fulfill, for a world of darkness without our guidance is 
suffering with no meaning." 


"| do not envy Zekrom's position, neither should thee. You abhor the 
thought of taking his place, don't you?" 


Masters nods. 


"| don't want to be a big honchkrow, anything of that." Master 
speaks. "Maybe | deserve to be but | don't want that control over 
everyone. It always goes wrong." 


"And hence | have sought thee." She extends an appendage. "Take 
my hand, Masters. And we will continue to make this right. 


He looks into the distance. A larger figure being trailed by one much 
smaller. Lapras and... Minstrel. He is alive, ready to spread his tales 
as he had through those fifteen years of silence. Masters turns back, 
Darkrais glare from a distance, and the serpentine gaze of this 
Mismagius thing looks to him with reverence. 


Masters grits his teeth, and shakes her cloth hand. 


And in a blink of the eye, both figures depart. He will have a lot of 
work ahead of him, anything to keep another calamity from befalling 


the world - all to secure a future a dead man dreamt of. 

Masters walks to the end of the dock, Lapras pulling up to it with a 
welcoming smile, and Minstrel, standing on his shell, welcomes 
Masters with a chirp. 

"Going back to the Grass Continent." The chatot asks. 


"Nowhere else to go." Masters smiles. "Would you play me a tune?" 


"It would be my pleasure. It's on the house, Cole." 


To The Break of Dawn: END 


Art By: hccupit. Thank you for reading! 


Honestly tell me what you guys think about this entire story and 


generally everything so far, I'm keen to find out. | got more works in 
the works which should be coming soon. The story of this universe 
is not finished, but there are things | need to fix with these older 
chapters as per usual. All future updates, corrections and edits will 
be on the AO3 ver because it's just that much easier for me to fix. 
Which if you are reading the ao3 version like you are right now, 
lucky you! 


| cannot overstate how much | appreciate anyone who's ever read 
this, and especially those who read it through to completion, this has 
been a massive journey for me personally and as a writer. | couldn't 
imagine the story would get this so big from the start, and all the 
twists and turns Part 2 introduced | am so glad | took. While | still 
have some personal gripes myself with how things went, the way 
they went couldn't be better, tbh. 


Again, thanks. Stay tuned for more in this universe coming very, 
very soon! Also go play Roundabout - Yes in a diff tab at the end, 
makes this finale funny/fitting. 


